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 Plastic pollution emerged as a landmark environmental issue in the last few years, 
and as such, has appeared in environmental media. This thesis examines the representations 
of plastic pollution in environmental communication campaigns, social media of Non-
Governmental Organizations (NGOs), environmental campaigns created by the advertising 
industry, corporate environmentalism efforts, and media from concerned individuals. 
While plastic materials began as a way to mimic materials found in nature, their ubiquity, 
heavy promotion from petrochemical companies, and widespread adoption as single-use 
disposables outpaced waste disposal measures. NGOs and nonprofits unite under 
networked environmental campaigns, invoke agenda-setting theory, and favor framing that 
features ocean life and marine debris. Single-use plastic straws, spurred by a viral video of 
a sea turtle and work from organizations like Lonely Whale, have become emblematic of 
plastic pollution as a whole. Plastic pollution campaigns from NGOs and advertisers and 
often lack clarity and calls-to-action. Among the corporations embracing anti-plastic 
efforts, Starbucks, Adidas, and 4ocean have differing levels of greenwashing and may or 
may not create a social energy penalty. Irony and self-reflexivity, as well as plastic 
pollution’s connection to climate change, may provide avenues for environmental 
   
 
communication. System-based anti-plastic communication and efforts may have more of 
an impact than those that promote individual lifestyle changes and focus on a single item.
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Chapter 1 
How We Got Here: An Introduction to the Plastic Industry, Waste Management, 
and the Environmental Movement’s Recognition of the Plastic Crisis 
  
Introduction 
After decades of research highlighting both the dangers and prevalence of plastic 
pollution and a combined push from multiple nonprofits and NGOs, plastic pollution has 
effectively entered the public consciousness as a significant environmental issue. The 
target for this plastic antagonism is mostly single-use plastic items, such as packaging 
and drinking straws. While the popular method of reducing plastic waste of the past few 
decades has been recycling, the past few years have instead seen a mounting wave of 
behavior change, voluntary corporate action, and plastic bans. With all the newfound 
attention to plastic pollution, it will be useful to see if any patterns emerge in its 
representation, both in environmental campaigns and other media, and what sort of 
perception the public has on the issue. 
This thesis will assess why there has been increased attention to plastic pollution 
in the past few years and will examine emergent patterns in the discourse around plastic. 
Investigating media representations, communication strategies, and audience reactions 
surrounding the recent recognition of the plastic crisis will help elucidate which 
communication strategies and elements of the discourse resonate most with audiences 
and are most effective in inciting attitudinal, behavioral, and policy changes. However, 
before diving into the current framing, discussions, and iconography of the modern anti-
plastic environmental movement, it is important to first revisit the overlapping histories
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 of two large 21st century industries – plastic and waste management – and how these 
industries became the subject of widespread environmental campaigning.  
 
A History of Plastic 
To effectively discuss plastic’s position as a pollutant, it is first necessary to trace 
its history as an industry and as a material. While the phrase “plastic pollution” may 
imply a particular type of industrial material, it is important to bear in mind that “plastic” 
is not the name of a single chemical compound but rather a whole host of synthetic or 
semi-synthetic compounds. In other words, the term “plastic” is used to refer to the group 
of synthetic materials that are plastic, or moldable to an extent but also sturdy. Before 
synthetic plastic, there were materials that were derived from nature that had plastic-like 
properties including shellac made from crushed beetles, rubber from tree sap, and ivory 
tusks (Freinkel 2011, 16). Prior to the industrial revolution, several materials existed with 
specific properties that made them plasticine and desirable, however these materials were 
rare and often expensive. These pre-industrial plasticine materials were also often 
culturally specific and beholden to the places from which their components were sourced. 
The industrial revolution brought along with it an appropriated, synthetic and semi-
synthetic version of these earlier materials, providing for the first time a cheaper 
alternative to these often outsourced products, and catapulted “plastics” into what would 
become, for better or for worse, one of the largest and most ubiquitous industries on the 
planet.  
During this time, plastic materials were developed mostly to replicate materials 
found in nature, and much of these early industrial revolution plastics combined organic 
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as well as synthetic materials. In 1856, parkesine - later known as celluloid - was 
developed from cellulose found in the cell walls of plants. Although well known for its 
use in celluloid film until the 1950s, parkesine was initially developed as a replacement 
for ivory. Celluloid’s intense moldability leant it to being combined with other materials 
to create new replacement materials. In 1893, Wilhelm Krische from Germany and a 
French chemist, Auguste Trillat, developed galalith from milk proteins and 
formaldehyde. Galalith turned out to be impractical, difficult to mold and had to be laid 
out in sheets and was therefore not heavily adopted throughout industry. However, 
galalith did find an application in fashion jewelry and decoration as imitation gemstone. 
Nearly fifteen years later, in 1907, a major turning point arrived; Leo Baekland 
developed Bakelite from phenol and formaldehyde, creating what The American 
Chemical Society considers to be the first fully synthetic plastic (American Chemical 
Society 1993, 1). Bakelite is also credited with being the first thermoset plastic, which 
means that it is irreversibly molded once cooled. 
The early period of the plastics industry was characterized by excitement and 
defined by innovation, with little attention paid to the lifecycles of these new materials. 
The constant experimentation and flashy debuts of novel plastics - for example, 
parkesine’s debut at the Great International Exhibition in London - shows that innovation 
in this burgeoning industry was highly valued. This obsession with innovation was 
quickly swept up in a concurrent worldview of the time that prized human ingenuity. 
Freinkel (2011), for example, highlights the creation of Bakelite in particular as the point 
in time when humans stopped trying to imitate nature and commenced an attempt to 
improve it (23). It is important to note, however, that while plastic materials are 
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considered synthetic, the various component sources for synthetic plastics still ultimately 
come from nature, usually in the form of oil. Nonetheless, at this stage in history, plastic, 
as a new man-made invention, was elevated as a symbol of mastery over nature. This 
supposed superiority came to justify environmentally destructive practices as byproducts 
of existing as human that continued for decades: both for the continued manufacture of 
plastics from petroleum products and the willful ignorance of pollution and waste 
disposal.  
Initially developed in Europe, synthetic and semi-synthetic plastics became 
prominent in the United States between World War I and the Great Depression. This time 
period marked the commercial development of many plastics still in use today such as 
Polyvinyl Chloride (PVC) and Polystyrene Polyethylene (HDPE and LDPE). These 
newer thermoplastics could be heated and reheated and reused to an extent, and were 
therefore considered superior to Bakelite (Freinkel 2011, 24). Trade publications during 
this time lauded the promise of the plastic industry and noted how its products were being 
applied and becoming enmeshed in other types of industry (A Special Correspondent, 
1938). For example, one such publication notes, in the lead up to WWII, that the plastics 
industry was likely to fair well with the impending war on the horizon ("Plastic 
Industry”1939). 
In 1941, Polyethylene terephthalate (PET) was developed in the United Kingdom 
and was licensed to DuPont in the United States as a replacement for glass. During this 
time, specifically in the US, production of plastic skyrocketed and focused nearly 
exclusively on the war effort. When the war ended, there was a myriad of plastic 
production lines in existence that no longer served a purpose as the demand for plastics 
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was significantly reduced. There was not necessarily a reason to keep producing plastic at 
the same rate as during the war. This potential crisis in the industry, however, was swiftly 
averted as sights were set on the manufacture of consumer goods. These new plastic 
consumer goods (encompassing a wide array of products from Formica, to Tupperware, 
toys, and nylon stockings, etc.) were eagerly embraced by the public, and were largely 
still meant for multiple uses (as opposed to single-use plastic packaging) (Freinkel 2011, 
26-27). The only reason production shifted to consumer goods instead of slowing down 
was to continue making money at the same rate as during the war, and this continued 
production was occurring before the risks surrounding plastics were known. This focus 
on continued profit and encouraging the public to make purchases without considering 
repercussions ties into the history of waste disposal discussed in the next section.  
Starting in the 1950s, plastic found a new market: packaging. It not only allowed 
for easier standardization and shipment, i.e. since it is lighter than glass, companies could 
ship more with less weight, it also served a dual purpose as a new mode of advertisement. 
Furthermore, the adoption of plastic packaging fit well with an important shift occurring 
in grocery stores at the time. Once the self-service grocery store model became popular, 
customers were walking through aisles and looking at the products themselves. This 
meant that manufacturers now could use packaging to advertise a product to consumers 
as they were browsing. Plastic specifically allowed bright colors, eye-catching designs, 
and transparent packaging to see the actual product to further this advertisement (Hisano 
2017, 158), despite its incredibly short time in-use. 
As the providers of chemical materials, the petrochemical industry was from the 
beginning and continues to be inextricably linked to the creation and proliferation of 
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plastics. The rise of the oil industry in the last century also meant a rise in the materials 
available to create plastics and the expansion of the plastic industry itself to include a 
wide array of single-use disposable plastics (Freinkel 2011, 6-7). By the late fifties, the 
widespread adoption of single-use disposable plastic items marked a significant cultural 
shift away from depression-era tendencies to reduce and reuse, and was made all the 
more evident in printed materials of the time. Freinkel (2011, 121), for example, points to 
Life magazine’s 1955 “Throwaway Living” photo and featured story (below) (which 
features what appears to be a young, white, smiling, heterosexual family [the child’s face 
obscured, the mother nearly centered in the frame] tossing single-use plates, cups, and 
cutlery seemingly out of a bin and into the air with abandon) as evidence of how the 
public contentedly, albeit shortsightedly, embraced this new era of disposable products 
(Figure 1). 
 
Figure 1 
As disposability culture proliferated, a few pieces of single-use plastic in 
particular have emerged as emblematic of the plastic crisis, among them the disposable 
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grocery bag, plastic water bottle, and plastic drinking straw. The Swedish company 
Celloplast designed the polyethylene grocery bag in 1965. By the end of the 1970s the 
bags were in use in most European supermarkets, and by the end of the 1980s the same 
was true in the United States (UN Environment Programme 2018). The PET 
(polyethylene terephthalate) beverage bottle was introduced by Dupont in 1973 after the 
beverage industry had struggled to find a plastic bottle that would suit its needs 
(Hawkins, Potter & Race 2015, 9), though it took until the end of the decade to perfect 
and standardize the item for successful commercialization (14). Plastic drinking straws 
started replacing paper drinking straws at fast food restaurants in the 1970s and were 
ubiquitous by the 1980s (Gibbens 2018). It should come as no surprise that the 
development of disposable products and the embrace of “throwaway living” contributed 
in a large way to the growth of a deeply entwined industry: that of waste management.  
It is worth noting how prolifically plastics companies marketed plastic both 
directly to consumers and to industry. For example, at the World’s Fair in 1964, Dupont’s 
musical revue “The Wonderful World of Chemistry” featured a song and dance number 
praising the ubiquity of plastic in consumer goods:  
There are plastics in your toaster 
In the blender and the clock 
In the lamp and in the roaster 
On the door and in the lock 
In the washer and the dryer 
And the garden tools you lend 
In your music amplifier and electric fryer 
You have got a plastic friend! (Rodriguez 2017)  
Dupont heavily marketed cellophane as a gendered item to industry because women 
“shopped with their eyes” and to consumers because it was believed to be more sanitary 
(Hisano 2017, 155, 158-159). This constructed idea of sanitation was (and continues to 
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be) a common idea when marketing single-use plastics. “The Wonderful World of 
Chemistry,” features a segment meant to illustrate how “unsanitary” grocers were prior to 
cellophane, which includes a comical grocer mixing sauerkraut with raw chicken, a cat 
hiding where food is stored, and a female shopper lamenting, “Oh, if only someone 
would invent Cellophane, and something called a supermarket!” (Rodriguez 2017) A 
common marketing tactic for bottled water brands is to emphasize the safety of the water 
contained within, implying that tap water was therefore unsafe by comparison. As 
Hawkins et al. (2015) state: 
If Fiji Water is ‘untouched,’ then, by implication, other waters must be suspect 
because of their contact with infrastructural sources of collection and piped 
distribution. If Dasani is ‘safe,’ then other waters are unsafe. Not only have 
brands requalified water by positioning it in relations of differentiation from taps, 
they also often implicitly suggest the substitution of tap water with bottled water 
as a less risky or healthier option. (30) 
While there is legitimacy to sanitation concerns, in these cases it was clearly a marketing 
tactic, and it became a way of justifying disposability for a waste system that was not 
equipped with the infrastructure to handle it. 
 
A History of Waste 
The development of the waste industry occurred in step with the development of 
the plastic industry and proliferation of disposable/single-use plastic materials. However, 
treating these industries as separate or distinct creates a flaw within manufacturing 
culture, as these industries are deeply connected within the lifetime of any product. When 
the consumer is responsible for disposing of a product - and that product has a set lifetime 
through disposability or prescribed obsolescence - it maximizes profits for both the 
plastic and waste industries. 
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For most of human history, the species did not have trouble deciding where to 
dispose of waste, the volume was more or less manageable, the materials largely organic 
and compostable, and figuring out where to store waste or refuse was not considered an 
overbearing challenge. However, as was the case with the plastics industry, this system 
changed around the time of the industrial revolution. Rogers (2005) calls “garbage” a 
“relatively new invention” because up until the Industrial Revolution humans consumed a 
lot less, fixed and reused most possessions, and the items that were thrown “away” did 
not have much of a problem decomposing (31). While a common sight and means of 
‘managing’ garbage today, landfills, for example, are a product of recent history, initially 
developed as a symptom of the new way society was structured, consuming, and creating 
waste.  
“Sanitary” landfills first appeared in the 1930s but became popular by the 1950s. 
Sanitary landfills were considered safer and better for the environment than other 
landfills. Layers of dirt and concrete trap gases and prevent leaching into the soil 
underneath, and after the waste has decomposed, it provides a surface to build on. 
Though it is now known that areas such as swamps provide important ecosystem 
functions, swamps or other “undesirable” areas were turned into sanitary landfills as a 
method for improving the land. Sanitary landfills were also built in a way that prevented 
“gleaners” from salvaging still-useful items. While there is an argument that this practice 
was unsanitary, the exclusion of gleaners was part of a larger trend where reusing items 
and not participating in the economy was seen as unpatriotic (Rogers 90-100). 
Unpopularity of reusing items happened concurrently to the “Throwaway Living” culture 
of disposability. It should come as no surprise that mismanaged waste soon became an 
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issue. “Littering” so too would come to be viewed as unpatriotic, albeit in a somewhat 
surprising way, spearheaded by beverage company lobbyists to deflect industry 
complicity in creating the modern throwaway culture.  
 Before World War II, beverage bottles were localized, collected and reused. In 
the 1950s, disposable glass bottles became more popular because they were cheaper for 
the manufacturer, removed the cost of collection, and allowed the businesses to expand 
past a local level since they were no longer responsible for considering the entire lifetime 
of the product as a system. Beverage companies dubbed improper disposal of these 
empties “littering,” placing the responsibility on the individual consumer, and developed 
the organization Keep America Beautiful (KAB). This coalition of beverage and bottling 
companies was created to advocate an anti-littering ethos, but also acts as a lobbying 
group that allows its member companies to externalize the cost of disposal. A variety of 
bottle bills were introduced in the 1970s, which would have made the beverage 
companies responsible for recycling the empties. However, because this would have 
incurred a cost, KAB began encouraging curbside recycling as this externalized the cost 
of dealing with the empties to municipalities (Steinberg 2010,14-15). KAB’s anti-bottle 
bill efforts continue today. As recently as October 2019, leaked audio from a meeting of 
recycling leaders in Atlanta revealed that KAB would threaten to pull funding for 
recycling programs if a bottle bill was introduced (Lerner 2019). In other words, from the 
very beginning disposable plastics, curbside recycling, and waste management have 
likely profited from their mutual relationship and have since been inextricably 
intertwined. 
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Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, recycling became more popular, largely in 
response to pushes from the environmental movement and a growing public concern for 
the environment.  However, recycling has significant limitations in regard to plastic, 
which has become more drastic in the last few years. As mentioned previously, “plastic” 
is not one monolithic material, but rather a term used to describe a family of synthetic 
and semi-synthetic materials, each with their own chemical compositions and properties. 
Due to these variations, not all plastic is recyclable, and even the plastic that is 
considered recyclable/reusable has no guarantee of making it into the correct bin, as the 
onus typically lies on the consumer to select and sort it appropriately. In 2015, for 
example, it was estimated that less than 10% of plastic waste generated in the United 
States was recycled (US EPA 2018, 4).  
Furthermore, unlike glass and metal which retain quality when recycled, recycling 
plastic results in a decreased quality of the material, which must be supplemented with 
virgin material when making new products (Sedaghat 2018). In addition, many US 
recycling programs only accept certain types of plastic, further compounding the issue. 
For example, while over 90% of US residents have access to recycling high-density 
polyethylene bottles, only approximately 5% of US residents have access to recycling 
polypropylene cutlery (American Chemistry Council 2016, 14). Many Americans also 
recycle incorrectly by putting things that cannot be recycled into the stream and 
contaminating it. Due to this incorrect sorting, Waste Management disposes of 25% of 
the recycling it picks up due to contamination (Albeck-Ripka 2018). Finally, the 
exportation of waste, including recycled waste, is becoming more difficult. Since China 
stopped accepting most plastic waste in December 2017, an estimated 111 million metric 
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tons of plastic waste from high income countries (including the United States) is 
estimated to be displaced by 2030 (Brooks, Wang and Jambeck 2018, 2). The solution to 
this enormous anticipated surplus in displaced global waste in the coming decades has yet 
to determined.  
While the history of waste is not exclusive to plastic, the two are intertwined, 
especially when considering consumer-oriented plastic packaging and single-use plastics. 
In 2015, for example, plastic constituted approximately 13% of municipal solid waste in 
the United States, and the percentage of plastic in municipal solid waste has been steadily 
increasing since its introduction (US EPA 2018, 1). In other words, the history of waste is 
becoming more intertwined with the history of plastic, and plastic more entwined with 
waste, and is likely to continue this tread well into the future.  
 
A History of the Anti-Plastic Environmental Movement 
While the modern environmental movement began in the late 1960s and early 
1970s, plastic pollution was not recognized as a significant environmental threat on par 
with other issues of the time (such as radioactive waste, o-zone depletion, and pesticide 
use) until much later. There also exists notable discrepancies in the way the public 
perceives land-based or terrestrial plastic waste compared to plastic marine debris, 
discrepancies that are likely heavily related to the way that plastic pollution in these 
realms has been covered in environmental campaigns, PSAs, and mainstream media over 
the years. 
On the terrestrial side, people tend to talk about plastic pollution as “litter.” As 
mentioned previously, people did start to care about waste – including plastic waste – in 
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terms of littering. Advertisements, campaigns, and PSAs such as those put together by the 
Keep America Beautiful organization throughout the second half twentieth century 
continually espoused a message that placed the onus on the individual to not litter – to be 
patriotic and do your (individual) part to keep America beautiful. Litter was tied to the 
environmental movement, though the motivation seemed to come from an aesthetic 
standpoint. This is evidenced by a few pieces of environmental communication and 
campaigns in the 1970s and 1980s.  
Around Earth Day 1970, the poster based on the Pogo comic strip “We have met 
the enemy and he is us” (below, left) ascended to the level of popular culture (Figure 2). 
According to Dunaway (2013) this image emphasized the role or norm of governing 
oneself as a consumer and depicted the general “environmental crisis” as trash and 
consumerism, which ignored chemical pollution and systems of inequality (74). 
The iconic “Crying Indian” advertisement/campaign (below, right) from Earth 
Day 1971 (paid for by Keep America Beautiful) features similar imagery of trash-covered 
land and water and directly shows someone throwing their Styrofoam trash on the 
ground, highlighting individual responsibility (Sturgeon 20209, 65) (Figure 3). Both the 
Crying Indian advertisement and the Pogo comic focus on individual agency and action. 
They also use trash as a type of condensation symbol or visual shorthand to represent a 
myriad of environmental issues.  
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Figures 2 (left) and 3 (right) 
This anti-litter sentiment continued into the next decade. In 1985, the Texas 
Department of Transportation (TxDOT) introduced the “Don’t Mess with Texas” anti-
littering campaign to keep litter off roadways (below, top) (Figures 4 and 5). The TxDOT 
has expanded on this slogan through the years with billboards, TV advertisements, and 
celebrity endorsements which continue today (“History - Don’t Mess with Texas” n.d.). 
In 2002 it was found that roadside litter had decreased by 52%, and this decrease was 
correlated with proximity to the “Don’t Mess With Texas” advertising (Battenberg 2002, 
1). Perhaps due at least in part to the campaign’s success, Tennessee’s Department of 
Transportation has in recent years followed suit – with its celebrity-heavy ‘Nobody 
Trashes Tennessee’ Campaign (below, bottom) (Figure 6). 
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Figures 4 (top left), 5 (top right) and 6 (bottom) 
Later it became apparent that taking care of the litter (getting it off the roadways) 
didn’t in actuality mean taking care of the garbage itself, and this created palpable 
cultural anxiety. Dunaway (2013, 196) and Rogers (2005, 4) both highlight the opening 
scene from Sex, Lies and Videotape. It features a woman talking to her therapist about 
garbage and the Mobro 4000 incident, when the barge full of 3000 tons of trash was 
refused from a number of ports. The answer to this cultural anxiety was found in a 
renewed focus on recycling, which was still framed as a consumer choice. As evidence of 
this, Dunaway (2013) points to the star-studded The Earth Day Special from 1990 and 
how it paints recycling as the antidote to personal anxiety about the environment (240). 
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Notably, specific plastics do get a mention in the special. The Golden Girls segment, for 
example, focuses on polystyrene foam from fast food restaurants, using similar rhetoric to 
the anti-single-use plastic messaging of the 2010s. 
While these advertisements and campaigns were not specifically targeting plastic 
waste, plastic was becoming an increasing percentage of this waste. Plastic made up 8.2% 
of total waste in 1990, compared to 2.4% in 1970 (EPA 2015, 1). There is also some 
evidence that people were aware of and concerned with plastic’s uniquely damaging 
place within garbage and litter. An op-ed from 1973, for example, states that an 
abundance of packaging and single-use plastic constitutes plastic waste, that treating 
plastic as if it would degrade at the same rate as other garbage did not make sense, and 
that recycling alone would likely not be enough to truly control plastic waste (McElroy 
1973). 
The environmental movement’s attention to plastic waste in a marine environment 
historically differs from terrestrial. The public’s attention was momentarily captured in 
1970, when - concurrently with the first Earth Day - the expedition of the Ra II across the 
Atlantic Ocean revealed floating plastic debris in the middle of the ocean. This was 
ultimately overlooked due to a higher concern for floating globs of oil found during the 
same trip and a prevailing thought that plastic debris was an aesthetic problem as opposed 
to a dangerous environmental problem (Rose 2017, 6-9). Throughout the 1970s and 
1980s, scientists continued studying marine debris and discovered microplastic pellets 
and the existence of plastic on the ocean floor. Two international conferences on marine 
debris occurred in 1984 and 1989. (Ryan 2015, 14). In the early 2000s, the Northern 
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Pacific Gyre, which had captured much of the world’s plastic, started to be referred to as 
the “Pacific Garbage Patch” (Rose 2017, 19). 
 While many environmental Non-Governmental Organizations and nonprofits 
have focused on marine debris, there seems to have been a renewed focus on plastic 
pollution, specifically. Many of the larger NGOs are making a concerted effort to act in 
unison by using the same hashtags and incorporating the same campaign materials. Cox 
and Pezzullo (2016) say that NGOs can create a multimodal “network of networks” with 
other global NGOs, individuals, and other groups to coordinate action through their own 
websites and participatory social media (226). This has happened with the 2016 hashtag 
campaign #BreakFreeFromPlastic and the Plastic Pollution Coalition. Member 
organizations operate on both the community level and global level and include 
organizations like Greenpeace, Oceana, and the Surfrider Foundation (Break Free From 
Plastic n.d.). These organizations include the #BreakFreefromPlastic hashtag and links to 
the site on much of their own plastic-reduction materials. In addition, individuals are 
encouraged to use the hashtag whenever they participate in related activities on social 
media. The Plastic Pollution Coalition is similarly networked and includes NGOs, 
individuals, and businesses (Plastic Pollution Coalition n.d.). Other non-profits that may 
not outwardly align with either the Plastic Pollution Coalition or #BreakFreeFromPlastic 
have pursued plastic pollution as well. The non-profit Lonely Whale, for example, 
created the “For a Strawless Ocean” resource and the #StopSucking campaign, and is 
responsible for a ban on all single-use plastic straws in Seattle (Lonely Whale n.d.).  
This renewed focus occurs outside of non-profit spaces as well. Since the 
beginning of its #CleanSeas campaign in February 2017 (Cleanseas n.d.), The United 
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Nations has been continuously disseminating information about plastic pollution and has 
been urging its member countries to take steps to limit plastic pollution. This continued in 
June 2018 with World Environment Day, when the theme was “Beating Plastic 
Pollution” (United Nations 2018). There appears to have been an increase in media 
coverage of the perceived plastic crisis since 2017 as well, however this also appears to 
be largely focused on marine pollution. Notably, an episode of Blue Planet 2 from 
December 2017 that featured plastic pollution has been credited by marketing 
professionals with inciting some of the anti-plastic fervor in the United Kingdom 
(Hitwise Marketing Team 2018). National Geographic’s June 2018 issue was titled 
“Planet or Plastic?” and launched a multiyear initiative to reduce plastic consumption 
(Plastic Pollution Coalition 2018). This new interest is not limited to environmentally-
focused media but is appearing in mainstream media channels as well. RESTCo, a 
Canadian energy and engineering business, has been tracking media coverage of plastic 
pollution since 2012 and notes, “After years of largely being ignored by the mainstream 
media, suddenly (March 2018) plastic pollution is the environmentalist flavour of the 
month. We're trying to keep up.” (RESTCo, n.d.)  
 
Overview of Chapters 
            This thesis will explore the various ways in which plastic pollution has been 
represented as an environmental issue in NGO anti-plastic campaigns, social media 
trends, and corporate environmental efforts. It will discuss emergent patterns of 
representation, contemplate the causation of these trends, and recommend potentially 
effective methods for representing plastic pollution in the future. 
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            Chapter 2 examines the non-profit sector, with particular emphasis placed on the 
efforts of non-profit environmental organizations that have in recent years embraced 
plastic pollution as a central campaign issue.  This chapter reviews patterns of 
representation and discusses their significance in relation to theories of environmental 
and persuasive communication. Plastic straws are utilized as a case study, tracing the 
fascination with this particular object from a viral video of a turtle, to grassroots 
responses, to its adoption by NGOs like Lonely Whale and the Sea Turtle Conservancy as 
an iconic representation of plastic pollution. 
Chapter 3 builds on the previous chapter by examining anti-plastic advertising 
campaigns generated by prominent environmental NGOs including Greenpeace, 
Surfrider, Wildlife Conservation Society, Lonely Whale, and Sea Shepherd over the last 
four years. The campaigns and advertisements used in this chapter are sourced from the 
AdForum Creative Library, a database of advertisements from within the advertising and 
marketing industries (AdForum n.d.), using “plastic” as a keyword. Media analysis in this 
chapter focuses on answering the following questions: (1) what is depicted in the frame? 
(2) what is the implied threat, and what or who is it attributed to? (3) who is/are the 
intended audience(s) of the campaign? (4) what type of behavioral change is being 
sought and who is being held responsible to make that change? and finally (5) what 
potential solutions are listed or inferred? The chapter concludes by situating these 
campaigns within the larger context of advertising and discusses how the values in the 
industry may impact environmental campaigns. 
            Chapter 4 focuses on attempts by corporations to address plastic waste within the 
context of green liberalism. Three case studies are presented: (1) Starbucks removing 
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single-use plastic straws from its stores, (2) Adidas holistically and systematically 
shifting to post-consumer recycled plastic materials, and (3) the social enterprise 
4ocean’s use of bracelets to fund the removal of plastic waste from oceans and 
shorelines. The concept of the social energy penalty is used to determine the 
effectiveness of these companies’ plastic initiatives, and whether they are 
overrepresenting their Corporate Social Responsibility initiatives. 
            Chapter 5 concludes the thesis by providing several recommendations for 
representing plastic pollution in the future. These recommendations include incorporating 
irony and self-reflexivity into communication efforts, as well as a shift in thinking that 
places plastic pollution as a facet of climate change. These recommendations are 
exemplified through user-generated social media content from concerned individuals. 
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Chapter 2 
Environmental Communication and Nonprofit Organizations: A Drinking Straw 
Case Study 
 
Background  
It would be impossible to credit one specific group, force, or event with launching 
plastic pollution into the public consciousness. Environmental Campaigns from Non-
Government Organizations, nonprofits, and other organizations all worked alongside and 
in tandem with increasing scientific understanding and the mainstreaming of plastic 
pollution in news media. While many environmental Non-Governmental Organizations 
(NGOs) and nonprofits have focused on marine debris, the last decade bears witness to a 
renewed intensity and focus on plastic pollution in particular. Many of the larger NGOs 
are making a concerted effort to act in unison by using the same hashtags and 
incorporating the same campaign materials. Plastic Pollution Coalition, for example, 
organized in 2009 in an effort to bring together a growing number of organizations, 
companies, and individuals working toward the goal of eliminating single-use plastic 
waste ("The Coalition” n.d.). A similar organization is Break Free From Plastic - often 
referred to with just the hashtag #BreakFreeFromPlastic - which has been in operation 
since September 2016. Member organizations associated with #BreakFreeFromPlastic 
operate on local as well as global levels and represent several of the largest 
environmental organizations in existence, such as Greenpeace, Oceana, and the Surfrider 
Foundation (“Break Free From Plastic Movement” n.d.). These organizations include the 
#BreakFreefromPlastic hashtag and links to the site on much of their in-house generated 
plastic-reduction materials. In addition, some member organizations have launched their
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 own campaigns underneath the #BreakFreeFromPlastic umbrella. For example, 
Greenpeace launched their “Million Acts of Blue” campaign, which focuses on reducing 
single-use plastics globally ("Call for a Plastic Free Future” n.d.).  
When marine researchers found a plastic straw in the nostril of a loggerhead sea 
turtle in 2015 and documented their attempt and ultimate success in removing it, 
(Robinson and Figgener 2015, 1) the accompanying YouTube video became viral. The 
video has since been used regularly in the no-straw movement, resulting in individual 
behavior changes as well as several corporations making the decision to forego plastic 
straws (Rosenbaum 2018). This iconic video and the impact that it has had on the public 
and anti-plastic straw activism will be explored later on in this chapter. 
 
Environmental Communication Theory and Practice 
Environmental campaigns tend to be purposive, designed to effect attitudinal 
and/or behavioral changes in a target audience or population, or occasionally the general 
public more broadly. The idea behind these campaigns is to educate and agitate audiences 
enough to motivate the adoption or rejection of particular ways of thinking or common 
actions in an effort to ultimately change the status quo. In other words, environmental 
campaigns are typically designed with a great deal of intention and are often informed by 
scholarly theories of communication and behavior change. In order to more fully examine 
how recent anti-plastic advertisements and campaigns have been structured, function, and 
seek to impact audiences, it is important to provide a brief overview of several 
communication theories that will inform this research, including: agenda setting, 
framing, and cognitive dissonance theory.  
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Rogers and Storey (1987) identified four standard features that define 
communication campaigns: Campaigns (1) are purposive, or designed to elicit specific 
outcomes, (2) are aimed at large audience, (3) have specifically defined time limits and 
(4) involves an organized set of communication activities, often centered on the goal of 
educating audiences (818-821). Cox & Pezzullo (2016) have since adapted this definition 
to attend specifically to environmental communication campaigns. These authors, 
however, are careful to differentiate between critical rhetoric and advocacy campaigning. 
Critical rhetoric is defined as the questioning or criticism of a behavior, policy, societal 
value or ideology as a way of questioning the status quo, while an advocacy campaign is 
defined as “a strategic course of action, involving communication, which is undertaken 
for a specific purpose” (179-181). Cox and Pezzullo (2016) also note that advocacy 
campaigns can overlap with behavior change campaigns, which generally involves 
weighing personal lifestyle choices with systematic change (182). Furthermore, within 
environmental communication contexts, particular value systems are often employed 
deliberately in campaigns. For example, egoistic values focus on the self, often utilizing 
messaging that appeals to personal health, quality of life, and/or wellbeing, while social-
altruistic values focus on other people, and biospheric values focus on the wellbeing of 
non-human nature/non-human species (199).  
Strategic communication, in regard to environmental pressure groups and NGOs, 
refers to the “ability of such groups to align their messages, choices of media, and 
audiences with desired outcomes, as well as adapt to contingent events affecting such 
outcomes” (Cox and Schwarze 2015, 73).  One tactic commonly employed by 
environmental NGOs within this strategy is to use earned media, which refers to the way 
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that environmental pressure groups exploit the news media’s interest and willingness to 
cover conflictive and dramatic effects. However, diminishing effectiveness has been 
observed with the use of earned media, and NGOs often struggle to maintain credibility 
and legitimacy when coverage is dictated by news media journalists operating according 
to a separate set of principles. Furthermore, the more stunts an advocacy group 
undertakes, the less newsworthy each stunt becomes, which will in turn create challenges 
in maintaining visibility over the long term. Another tactic that does not employ the use 
of stunts to gain media attention is the strategic and careful timing of informational press 
releases that align with topics or issues have already become established in the public 
agenda as newsworthy (75). 
Agenda setting refers to the idea that whatever is covered and discussed in mass 
media will directly influence what the public believes is important at that time, as well as 
the way(s) that they conceive of the issue or topic (McCombs and Shaw 1972, 176-177). 
Within environmental communication specifically, Shanahan, McComas and Deline 
(2015) pair agenda setting with issue-cycling, referring to how various issues tend to go 
in and out of the news and therefore rise and fall in the public consciousness (247). For 
example, Rogers and Dearing (1996) point to the widespread coverage of the Exxon 
Valdez oil spill from both the news and entertainment media to help explain the rise in 
public consciousness regarding environmental affairs that occurred prior to the 20th 
anniversary of Earth Day in 1990 (37-39). If an environmental campaign is specifically 
attempting to invoke agenda setting theory, content producers will strive to create media 
moments that are likely to gain widespread attention and coverage in news media, thus 
elevating the issues cultural significance and attendant public concern.  
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Framing refers to the way that an issue is constructed or structured and which 
aspects of the issue are (or are not) emphasized so that it resonates with a desired 
audience. For example, Nisbet (2009) has identified several frames that are commonly 
used in discussions about environmental issues, such as a “Pandora’s Box” frame, which 
emphasizes the unknown consequences of climate change, or an “economic 
development” frame that is often employed in discussions surrounding renewable energy 
(19-20). Lakoff (2010) describes frames as “typically unconscious structures” that 
“include semantic roles, relations between roles, and relations to other frames” (71). 
When provided with new facts, a person will either process the information through a 
system of relevant frames or ignore the new information if they do not possess relevant 
frames (73). All information is framed in one way or another. However, strategic 
communications campaigns, such as those that will be examined later on regarding 
plastic pollution, employ strategic framing considerations that seek to target, appeal to, 
and resonate with specific, predetermined audiences. 
    Cognitive Dissonance Theory postulates that when an individual performs an 
action or behavior that is not consistent with the individual’s values and/or attitudes, it 
produces psychological discomfort, known as dissonance (Harmon-Jones & Mills, 2019, 
3). Individuals are then likely to respond in a variety of ways to decrease or manage this 
dissonance, such as taking actions that align with their values. Another way that 
individuals manage dissonance, however, is to change or shift attitudes to better align 
with the behavior (particularly if they have little interest in changing the behavior) 
(Harmon-Jones & Mills, 2019, 4-5). Cognitive Dissonance theory has been applied in the 
examination of environmental behaviors. A survey of mall shoppers in Denmark, for 
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example, compared environmentally responsible behaviors to personal moral norms - 
finding that norms tended to coincide with reported behaviors in an effort to decrease 
dissonance (Thogersen, 2004, 101). 
  
Patterns in Anti-Plastic Environmental Communication  
When environmental nonprofits and NGOs create messaging about plastic 
pollution, a few trends emerge. While Chapter 3 will dissect examples of campaign 
advertising more thoroughly, this section will discuss these trends in general with a 
specific focus on online and social media presence. Non-profits and NGOs tend to create 
messaging about plastic pollution that employs a mix of critical rhetoric (e.g. “Plastic is 
harmful”) and advocacy campaigns (e.g. “Plastic is harmful and here are some things you 
can do/we are doing to fix the problem”). For example, while Surfrider foundation has a 
number of campaigns with time frames and specific calls to action, they also post more 
general critical rhetoric on their Instagram account, such as the one below, which 
emphasizes the message to stop using plastic, but beyond switching to reusable 
containers does not espouse any clearly defined goals (Figure 7). 
 
Figure 7 
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 An example of an Advocacy Campaign which has a more specific call to action 
and a time frame is Greenpeace’s call for a Global Ocean Treaty from the UN. This 
campaign involved an educational component – following a Pole-to-Pole expedition on 
Greenpeace’s ship Esperanza – but also a specific action to be completed before a 
deadline, i.e. signing a petition to send to elected leaders (Schoettner 2019).  
            As referenced in Chapter 1, Cox and Pezzulo (2016) have suggested that NGOs 
can create “network of networks” with other global NGOs, individuals, and other groups 
to coordinate action through their own websites and participatory social media (226). 
Both the Plastic Pollution Coalition and the #BreakFreeFromPlastic campaign fit into this 
concept. While they function as traditional messaging campaigns on their own, these 
networked campaigns also provide opportunities to make connections among and 
between other NGOs, nonprofits, individuals, and in some cases businesses. Cross-NGO 
networked campaigns also happen on a smaller scale with time-limited hashtags like 
#PlasticFreeJuly, a campaign from the Plastic Free Foundation where individuals are 
encouraged to refuse single-use plastics for one month (“About - Plastic Free July” n.d.). 
While not officially affiliated with the Plastic Free Foundation, other environmental 
organizations used the hashtag on their posts about plastic during the month of July 
(below) (Figures 8 and 9). 
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Figures 8 (left) and 9 (right) 
These large networks of NGOs organizing to amplify a particular campaign are 
motivated to generate these communication networks in an effort to exert greater 
influence on the public agenda through agenda setting. First and foremost, they are 
working in concert through their various individual networks to help the public 
understand that plastic pollution is indeed an issue of utmost importance and should be 
taken seriously. These large NGOs have also attained a great deal of success in getting 
media and public attention by utilizing celebrity spokespeople. By uniting under 
#BreakFreeFromPlastic and other networks, and coordinating with each member 
organization to focus on and uplift the particular issue of plastic pollution during a 
specific time range, this type of communication initiative is more likely to keep plastic 
pollution in the news cycle in a more sustained way and get the public to take notice, 
which can in turn lead individuals to adopt personal beliefs that the issue is of great 
importance. One way to invoke agenda setting is by procuring earned media. An NGO 
29 
 
   
   
might create an event or spectacle related to plastic pollution, inviting coverage both on 
the news and in social media spaces. An example of this is Lonely Whale’s pop-up 
Museum of Plastic, which ran for a week in June 2019 and focused on the history of, 
dangers of, and alternatives to plastic water bottles. By creating a large-scale event with 
big name sponsors and celebrity spokespersons, the Museum of Plastic story was picked 
up and covered by multiple news sources like Fast Company (Locker 2019), 
HYPEBEAST (Groce 2019), and the local Fox affiliate (Fox 5 NY 2019). However, as 
Cox and Schwarze warn, there is often a diminishing return on these kinds of stunts with 
earned media - an observation that ties in well with agenda setting theory (2015, 77). For 
example, many of these nonprofits have engaged in campaigns based around making art 
from trash picked up from beaches [e.g. Greenpeace’s Plastic Monsters (Fela 2019), 
Surfrider’s Found Objects contest (“Found Objects” n.d.), Lonely Whale’s TICK TOCK 
("TICK TOCK” 2016), etc.]. After a while, however, the novelty of the “nonprofit makes 
trash into art as bold statement about Plastic Pollution” story wears off, ceases to be 
newsworthy and, as predicted according to Agenda Setting theory, will diminish as an 
issue of importance to the general public. 
 
Three Values Frames in Environmental Communication: Egoistic, Social-Altruistic, 
and Biospheric 
 As mentioned previously, framing refers to the way that information is organized 
and structured, and the public relies on frames to make sense of, discuss, and chart out 
courses of action (or inaction) in relation to environmental issues. Much of the framing 
literature within environmental communication focuses specifically on climate change. 
For example, the oft-cited CRED Report: The Psychology of Climate Change 
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Communication lists frames such as National Security and Human Health (Shome et al. 
2009, 12-13). While one could theoretically apply these frames to plastic pollution as 
well, it would be more difficult to emphasize the national security risks of plastic 
pollution, and the effects of rising global temperatures on human health differ from the 
effects of widespread plastic pollution. Therefore, it would not be logical to replicate 
frames found in this literature for analysis of representations of plastic pollution. While 
not explicitly considered frames, Farrior’s three values referenced by Cox and Pezzullo 
(2016, 199) (Egoistic, Social-Altruistic, and Biospheric) can nonetheless be utilized in an 
analysis of the discourse surrounding the problem of plastic pollution in environmental 
campaigns. Since the #BreakFreeFromPlastic networked campaign acts as an umbrella 
organization for many NGOs’ anti-plastic campaigns, a look at the organization’s 
Instagram account will display the patterns of framing that many of these NGOs use. 
 Appeals to biospheric values make up the majority of media content with regard 
to plastic pollution. This value system manifests in the prevalence of ocean imagery and 
charismatic ocean fauna depicted as in danger. As discussed in the previous chapter, 
despite originating on land, plastic pollution has through message campaigns become 
almost synonymous with marine debris. This phenomenon can be easily observed on the 
BreakFreeFromPlastic Instagram, where a striking majority of images involve water or 
ocean life in some way, and blues and other cool-color palettes are used to further invoke 
ocean imagery. Even facts that are not necessarily ocean-specific are paired with ocean 
imagery and marine life. One post from July 20, 2019, for example, states, “Plastic 
Production is slated to increase by 40% in the next decade,” and includes art depicting a 
blue manta ray made from plastic items such as bottles and 6 pack rings (below) (Figure 
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10). It is important to note however, that many environmental NGOs focus on the ocean, 
so biospheric values as a popular frame may have been less deliberate and more 
inevitable. 
 
Figure 10 
The egoistic frame, which sets up the issue of importance in relation to the self or 
individual, as well as the social-altruistic frame, which emphasizes the importance of 
taking care of others, occur much less frequently in relation to anti-plastic messaging. In 
a review of the content posted on the BreakFreeFromPlastic Instagram, the egoistic frame 
is most associated with references to human health, i.e. framing plastic as either a 
chemical or physical threat. For example, the Instagram post (below) from BFFP warns 
“if you care about what you eat, you should care about what it comes in” and that “food 
packaging is full of toxic chemicals and includes at least 149 hazardous substances” 
(Figure 11). Alternatively, the social-altruistic frame may emerge if messaging mentions 
the overwhelming amount of garbage shipped to developing countries, as is the case of 
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Figure 12 below, emphasizing that “Asia is NOT the world’s dumping ground!” and calls 
for a total ban on foreign waste importation (Figure 12). 
 
 
Figures 11 (top) and 12 (bottom) 
Strawmageddon: How Straws Dominated the Plastic Pollution Conversation 
The cultural movement surrounding plastic pollution has in recent years 
developed a particular fixation on plastic drinking straws. This section will trace the 
media and campaigns associated with the anti-straw movement and how this humble 
object came to attain such metonymic significance, beginning with the infamous 2015 
viral video of a sea turtle with a plastic straw lodged in its nostril. 
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“Plastico? Don’t tell me it’s a freaking straw”: The Anti-Plastic Straw Video Seen 
Around the World  
The original video was posted to YouTube in August 2015. While the video has 
been reuploaded to a variety of places, the original upload has been viewed over 37 
million times as of August 2019. Before a viewer even clicks on the video itself, the 
thumbnail shows human hands holding a sea turtle’s head down, the turtle wincing with 
pain, with blood running down its nose, and pliers gripping the straw. The title reads “Sea 
Turtle with Straw up its Nostril – “NO” TO PLASTIC STRAWS” (below) (Figure 13).  
 
Figure 13 
 The video is 8:06 minutes long and is one continuous take. The turtle’s face and 
front flippers are visible for the duration, but there are no human faces in the foreground, 
only human hands and tools. It is evident that the footage is being shot on a boat, likely 
on a mobile device. At first, the researchers cannot discern what the object in the turtle’s 
nose is and say, “that’s a worm.” The close up of the turtle’s face shows it sneezing, 
struggling, bleeding, drooling, wincing, screaming and hissing. The chatter of the human 
scientists in English and Spanish includes cursing and apologies to the turtle in addition 
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to questions of practicality such as which tools to use and worries about the foreign 
object touching the brain. For a moment the researchers seem like they are going to leave 
the object in place and save the turtle the struggle, but then, four minutes into the eight-
minute video, they realize it is a plastic straw and start again. “Plastico? Don’t tell me it’s 
a freaking straw.” At minute 5:25, in what is possibly the most influential part of the 
whole video, the main female voice behind the camera says, “Didn’t we have a 
discussion about this the other day? About how useless freaking straws are?” and 
continuing, “This is the reason we do not need plastic straws.” The video cuts out a few 
seconds after the several inch long straw is finally removed from the turtle’s nostril. 
By nature of this video existing in a digital space, it is subject to hypermediacy 
and remediation. Bolter and Grusin (1999) define hypermediacy as “a style of visual 
representation whose goal is to remind the viewer of the medium” (272). As a YouTube 
video embedded on a webpage that contains thumbnails of algorithm-driven similar 
videos, comments from viewers upset about the images, and links to the turtle 
researcher’s social media accounts and fundraising efforts, the webpage itself is an 
example of hypermediacy. However, the video was also subject to remediation by being 
reuploaded in a variety of different contexts – most notably by either online activists or 
viral content aggregators. As these remediations were also within the digital space, they 
work as a type of refashioning – which Bolter and Grusin (1999) say can transform “the 
older medium or media entirely, while still marking the presence of the older media and 
therefore maintaining a sense of multiplicity or hypermediacy” (46). When the video is 
reposted, by either activists or viral content aggregators, it is generally understood that 
the video originated from another source, whether or not that source is explicitly linked. 
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However, the context surrounding the video changes – it is now part of the viewer’s 
individualized social media feed with the implication that it was noteworthy enough to 
share, as opposed to finding the video on the standalone YouTube page. It will have a 
new caption from the reposter, and sometimes the video has been edited to be shorter or 
includes text captions overlaid on the video itself further changing or adding to the 
context. This type of editing, sometimes referred to as “social video” due to its 
optimization toward viewer engagement and mobile screens (Wochit 2017, 3-4), is 
common for news outlets and viral content aggregators. Because the turtle video has been 
reposted so many times, it can be inferred that the footage has been viewed much more 
than the 37 million instances listed on the original YouTube source, but this real and 
much larger number would be nearly impossible to quantify. 
Content farms are websites that produce high quantity/low quality content meant 
to take advantage of search engine optimization to drive traffic and make advertisement 
revenue, and content aggregators collect and post news from a variety of sources in one 
feed (Bakker 2012, 634-635). Viral content aggregators evolved from the ideas behind 
content farms and content aggregators to suit a social media landscape. Viral content 
aggregators repost viral content, usually videos, from across the internet usually with 
little context or credit in an effort to maximize their audiences.  
When viral content aggregators repost the turtle video without permission, it is no 
longer in the best interest of the researchers, turtles, nor the anti-plastic cause. The focus 
of the video becomes the spectacle for the sake of “virality,” not the content. The original 
context of research and environmental protection is obscured by generating more views 
and influence for the pages that repost it. Reposting without credit or context also 
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promotes clicktivism or slacktivism, which Cox and Pezzulo (2016) define as a form of 
inconsequential online activism where a participant feels accomplished simply by 
clicking a link (219). While this can be the case with sanctioned use of the video as well, 
videos reposted with permission will generally also have links to further information or a 
more coherent call to action. If reposted to a viral content aggregator, attached messaging 
or information is often lost, as the campaign to which the content is attached is of little 
significance to the page. The purpose of viral content aggregators is to leverage their 
audiences to profit from advertising. When viral content aggregators repost videos to 
which they have no claim, they redirect attention away from potential environmental 
action and toward the viral content aggregator. In other words, viral content aggregators 
may pose a threat to environmental media creators. 
In one example of this phenomenon, a repost of the turtle video from the viral 
content aggregator Wild Animal World has over 100,00 views as of August 2019 (below) 
(Figure 14). Wild Animal World reuploads videos of animals, sometimes animals 
seemingly in danger, to Facebook. Almost 900,000 people follow the page. Their repost 
of the turtle straw video includes a banner overlay with a tiger icon, the title Amazing 
Animal Life, their Facebook username, and a thumbs up icon for a reminder to like the 
page or the video. The video has been edited down to 3:56 minutes, set to melancholy 
piano music, and cropped to a square aspect ratio, meaning it will take up more space on 
a mobile feed. This is a clear example of a reupload for the benefit of the page itself. 
There is no context for the video’s source or where to get more information, but there is 
added information directing the viewer’s attention to Wild Animal World. 
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Figure 14 
Reposting content from other sources is not always deleterious to the larger 
campaign, however, as is the case with this second, and altogether different, example. 
Plastic Pollution Coalition also reposted the turtle video on its Facebook page (Figure 
15). This edit of the video is a shortened version originally found on Figgener’s YouTube 
channel that has been edited down to 3:48, given some captions, translations of Spanish, 
soft electronic background music, and additional slides of text scattered throughout to 
give context, invoking the social video style of editing (Wochit 2017, 3-4). Plastic 
Pollution coalition names Figgener and Robinson in the caption of the video, and links to 
its own “The Last Plastic Straw” page on the Plastic Pollution Coalition website. This 
external webpage includes the original video, a link to Figgener’s YouTube channel, 
multiple calls-to-action, links to anti-straw movements, and a place to sign a pledge and 
get more information. While this reupload also recontextualizes the video like the Wild 
Animal World repost, it does so by connecting the video to the larger movement and still 
credits back to the original instance of the video. 
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Figure 15 
In another sense, part of the turtle video’s virality may be attributed to the 
emergent internet video genre of “oddly satisfying” videos (Faramarzi 2018). An entire 
subculture has emerged online based on the Autonomous Sensory Meridian Response 
(ASMR). Individuals make and exchange videos – usually aesthetically videos based on 
sound and roleplay - that are meant to elicit a pleasant tingling sensation, or a relaxing 
physical response. These videos and users have a surprisingly large following. Gallagher 
(2016) attributes much of the popularity of the ASMR video genre to connections made 
through algorithms: while the videos seemingly have nothing in common, because the 
same users share and view the same sets of videos with each other, algorithms begin 
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recommending this content to new users and a new genre emerges (9). Oddly Satisfying 
videos are sometimes considered a type of ASMR video, but focus more on visual 
stimuli, a curiosity of seeing what will happen, and close-ups of hands performing actions 
(Faramarzi 2018). Examples include videos of hydraulic presses, cutting soap, and 
making slime. In other words, much of this content is tactile, or connected with the sense 
of touch. This type of content has resonated with audiences and comprises much of the 
Instagram explore page and children’s YouTube. Like ASMR videos, it is a genre that 
has emerged through form and algorithms where the similarities among the content seems 
incomprehensible until a viewer sees the connections and understands the appeal. The 
turtle video easily fits into this emergent genre: it heavily features people’s hands, 
focuses on a process and outcome, and incorporates an element of surprise or mystery. 
Because the thumbnail and title of the video suggest these features, and because 
audiences are able to (at least subconsciously) recognize “oddly satisfying” videos as a 
genre, this may have compelled additional clicks to the video.  
Another important feature of the turtle video is that it happened by accident. The 
event that was captured on video was not a planned spectacle or stunt, nor was it part of 
any predetermined messaging campaign crafted to elicit a specific response. The video 
exists because someone decided to pick up a camera and document, or bear witness to, an 
event that was taking place in front of them. Had a plastic fork been lodged in the turtle’s 
nose, perhaps a popular hashtag would be #CuttheCutlery instead of #SkiptheStraw. Had 
the researchers narrating the experience not said, “this is why straws are useless,” perhaps 
the video would not have had the same impact. This video, its messaging, its rawness, 
and specifically its virality are not things that can be easily replicated artificially. All of 
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these aspects help explain how this particular video was able to capture the attention of 
such a widespread audience and spark such a fervent public desire to demonize and 
detach from plastic straws.  
 
Lonely Whale, Sea Turtle Conservancy, Behavior Change, Restaurants and Bans 
The turtle video has no doubt influenced the public to care about plastic pollution, 
but this post-video attention has been more or less myopically focused on plastic straws 
specifically. Multiple anti-straw movements have been launched or have gained 
popularity since the spread of the video, with two dominant categories emerging: (1) 
behavior-change campaigns, and (2) calls for structural elimination through bans or other 
measures. Notably, Lonely Whale Foundation has been involved on both of these fronts. 
Under their Strawless Ocean initiative, they created the #StopSucking campaign and 
“Strawless in Seattle” campaign which resulted in a citywide ban ("Strawless Ocean” 
n.d.). 
Lonely Whale relies heavily on celebrity influence for these campaigns. The co-
founder and face of the foundation, actor Adrian Grenier of Entourage fame, often leads 
events and engages in newsworthy activities for these campaigns for earned media. The 
Strawless in Seattle campaign launched with a video of Seattle Seahawks’ quarterback 
Russell Wilson “stealing” plastic straws from around the city. The video that launched 
the #StopSucking behavior-change campaign is noticeably absent of ocean imagery. 
Instead, it shows many celebrities talking directly to the individual consumer asking them 
to not use plastic straws. Perhaps the most influential way Lonely Whale uses celebrities 
is through social media, where they reach out to their own followings of thousands on 
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Twitter and Instagram, and consistently use hashtags that the foundation creates which 
allows them to have a more viral reach beyond Lonely Whale’s usual core audience 
(“#StopSucking – The Shorty Awards” n.d.). These campaigns combine the reach of 
celebrity influencers with open-ended “producerly” content that allows for audience 
participation, which Jenkins, Ford and Green (2013) say enhances content’s 
spreadability. The use of celebrity is also an example of how civic media starts 
resembling entertainment media (227).  
This celebrity environmentalism, however, is inherently tied to corporate 
capitalism. Meister (2015) highlights that people often rely on celebrities to “articulate 
society’s environmental, moral, and ethical beliefs” (286). However, Meister (2015) also 
notes (quoting Brockington 2009) that celebrities tend to support environmental causes 
that already have corporate backing, embrace “safe” market-based solutions, and still 
participate in global production, circulation and consumption (284). This observation is 
true of Lonely Whale’s straw campaigns. In general, Lonely Whale is not trying to 
radically change the system, as most of its messaging tends to either situate responsibility 
and put pressure on individual consumers or call for legislation that will not have much 
of an effect on overall plastic pollution levels (an issue that is discussed further below). 
When Lonely Whale says, “skip the straw,” it is telling consumers that it is their 
responsibility to remember to not ask for one and to instead buy a reusable or 
compostable straw.  
Lonely Whale is certainly not the only nonprofit with anti-straw campaigns, 
however. Smaller nonprofits have also gravitated toward straws as a symbol of plastic 
pollution. The Sea Turtle Conservancy (STC), for example, is a smaller nonprofit 
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operating at a regional level that addresses plastic straw use through social media as well 
as an educational restaurant campaign. The STC’s awareness building campaigns 
sometimes include directing people and restaurants to resources available through Lonely 
Whale. In their educational restaurant campaign, STC reaches out to restaurant owners 
around Florida, discusses the risks posed by straws and plastic pollution, and asks them to 
switch to paper straws and plastic straws as-needed in exchange for being listed on their 
website and free promotional materials. STC also makes it clear that they encourage 
restaurants to have some type of straw on hand to address concerns from the disability 
community (Stacey Gallagher, personal communication, September 21, 2018). STC’s 
argument is that most people do not need a straw, therefore it is an easy behavior to 
change and can act as a “gateway action” toward more plastic reduction in the future. In 
STC’s experience, images of animals and wildlife resonate the most with audiences, 
especially sad images on social media. Also, because plastic pollution so often affects 
turtles in particular, there are many images available, so it becomes easy to find images to 
share.  (Lexie Beach, personal communication, September 21, 2018). 
 
Anti-Straw Backlash and Politicization: the “Liberal Paper Straw” 
As has occurred with many, if not most environmental issues, the attention on 
plastic straws has become politicized. Backlash to the anti-straw sentiment tends to take 
the form of one of three arguments: (1) a resistance to change, (2) a concern for 
accessibility, or (3) anxiety about climate change or other sources of plastic pollution.  
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Resistance to Change 
This type of backlash incorporates both aesthetics and politics. People have 
become accustomed to how plastic straws feel and work, and the removal of plastic 
straws or switch to paper is often equated with an attack on individual liberties. Among 
the most notable examples of this type of backlash comes from President Trump’s 
reelection campaign. As demonstrated in this tweet (below) from the Trump campaign, 
changes in straw policies are often blamed on “liberals,” and commentary often plays on 
the trope that environmental action is associated with the left (Figure 16). 
 
Figure 16 
Accessibility 
Another type of backlash states that the removal of easy access to plastic straws 
constitutes ableism and originates within the disability community. The below chart 
posted by twitter user @rollwthepunches illustrates problems with alternative straws and 
the exhaustion some community members feel having to explain themselves (Figure 17). 
The Sea Turtle Conservancy addressed this backlash, and specifically said they still 
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encourage some type of straw to be available. However, this is not necessarily applicable 
outside of STC’s work, as not every straw ban or activism includes “straws as needed” 
options. In addition, Wong (2019) highlights the ableism within the “straws as needed” 
policy, since restaurant workers effectively become gatekeepers as to whether someone is 
“disabled enough” to deserve this environmental risk (6). In response, disability 
advocates often point to other ways a restaurant can reduce plastic use apart from 
eliminating plastic straws, which overlaps with the next type of backlash: inadequacy. 
 
Figure 17 
Inadequacy 
This argument states that focusing on plastic straws diverts attention from more 
pressing environmental issues like climate change or other types of plastic pollution. 
Examples of this backlash can be found in images, such as the one below, posted by user 
u/ItsYaBoi97 to r/dankmemes on Reddit which depicts text over a scene from The 
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Simpsons where Homer’s body fat, which is meant to represent the serious effects of 
climate change, is pulled behind him and obscured (Figure 18). 
 
Figure 18 
While there is validity embedded within each of these three types of prominent 
backlash, individuals may be adopting these attitudes in an attempt to decrease cognitive 
dissonance. Cognitive dissonance theory says that when an individual’s actions do not 
match their values, they often try to rationalize why those actions are acceptable 
(Harmon-Jones & Mills 2019, 4-5). If someone cares about marine life and is (or 
becomes) aware of the dangerous consequences of plastic pollution, yet is still reluctant 
to change behavior, they may be able to adopt or embrace one of the above arguments to 
alleviate cognitive dissonance enough to continue using plastic straws.  
 
Conclusion 
From a viral video, clever celebrity endorsements, and an “easy” individual action 
that has been more-or-less branded as the “solution” to the plastic crisis, the public has 
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become obsessed with the elimination of plastic straws. However, as many have pointed 
out in the backlash, they only make up 4% of plastic trash by piece and less than 0.03% 
by weight (Borenstein 2018). Furthermore, while straws are oft-cited as “one of the most 
common items found on beach cleanups,” they are outpaced by cigarette butts, food 
wrappers, beverage bottles, and plastic bags (Merran, Leonard, & Rochman 2018, 13). 
Based on much of the messaging and recommendations surrounding the use of 
plastic straws (which tend to place the onus on individual consumers to limit their usage), 
single-action bias also becomes a concern. Single-action bias is the tendency for humans 
to take only one action toward reducing risk because it sufficiently alleviates feelings of 
worry (Shome et al. 2009, 21). If an individual eliminates their own straw use, it may 
alleviate enough environmental anxiety that they do not consider other beneficial actions 
as well. Based on research that has been conducted on the prevalence of different forms 
of plastic found in plastic pollution, and the knowledge that many individuals stop 
making behavior changes after a single action has been taken, it may have been more 
impactful for environmental organizations to focus their efforts on items that make up a 
large percentage of plastic pollution, instead of straws. However, when asked about 
whether or not they are concerned about single action bias, a representative from The Sea 
Turtle Conservancy said that they have anecdotal evidence of restaurant owners going 
“above and beyond,” ridding their entire restaurants of single-use plastic, and pushing for 
plastic bans in their local communities. Furthermore, it was the demand from customers 
that led them to make the switch and additional changes, which underscores the broader 
impact of these campaigns. 
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The way environmental nonprofits have and continue to frame the plastic 
pollution issue, by focusing on straws and marine life over human life can, at times, be 
vexing. Not only are there significant generalized human health risks associated with 
plastic waste that are not receiving nearly as much attention, but the massive amount of 
solid waste plastic pollution is a detriment to life in some developing countries. Targeting 
an individual behavior change for a single type of plastic item - when this item has faced 
such backlash and can address, at maximum, 0.03% of total plastic pollution - may 
provide a condensation symbol, but otherwise does very little to address the real and 
much larger problems associated with plastic pollution. Wanting to ride the momentum 
of a spontaneous viral video is understandable. However, if NGOs wish to focus on 
behavior change campaigns and bans for individual plastic items, it makes more sense to 
choose a different object. Furthermore, if structural changes and removing large amounts 
of plastic from the environment is what is sought, campaigning for more comprehensive 
action from the companies where this waste originates would likely be even more 
effective. 
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Chapter 3  
“Selling” a Cause: An Analysis of Anti-Plastic Pollution in Advertisements and 
Campaigns 
 
Background 
As plastic pollution has become a topic with increased attention, environmental 
NGOs have created advocacy campaigns centered around the plastic issue. This section 
selects and describes several of these campaigns and discusses inferred messaging goals 
such as primary and secondary audiences. Cox and Pezzulo (2016) differentiate primary 
audiences (who are actual decision makers) from secondary audiences (who hold 
members of the primary audience accountable) (185). Within these audiences are 
members of a campaign’s base (who are likely to strongly support the goals of the 
campaign), opponents (who disagree and are unlikely to be persuaded), and persuadables 
(who are undecided but potentially sympathetic) (189). Overall, various patterns found in 
a collection of these advertisements will be analyzed in this chapter. 
These images and campaigns are referred to as ‘advertisements’ throughout the 
chapter because they were sourced from the AdForum Creative Library, a database of 
advertisements from within the advertising and marketing industries ("AdForum Creative 
Library” n.d.), using the keyword “plastic” beginning in 2015. Many advertisements in 
this section are labeled as part of AdForum’s ACT Responsible Collection. ACT 
(Advertising Community Together) Responsible describes itself as “a non-profit 
association, managed by a team of volunteers with the financial support of major players 
in the advertising industry” whose mission is “to inspire, promote and unite the 
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advertising communications industry to share good practice in social responsibility and 
sustainable development.” (“Who we are | ACT Responsible” n.d.) 
 
 Examining Non-Profit Advertising Campaigns 
This section dissects advertisements and campaigns generated by five prominent 
environmental NGOs: Greenpeace, Sea Shepherd, Wildlife Conservation Society, Lonely 
Whale, and Surfrider. The analysis focuses on answering the following questions:  
• What products/people/fauna are depicted? 
• What is the implied threat? What is the problem being attributed to/caused 
by? 
• Who is the intended audience? 
• Upon whom is the onus to do something placed? 
• What potential solutions are listed or inferred? 
 
Greenpeace 
Stop Sucking, 2018 
This series of print advertisements features a close-up of a gull, turtle, and salmon 
sitting in an iced drink (below) (Figure 19). An iconic red and white striped bendable 
plastic straw is lodged in each of the animals’ throats. The Greenpeace logo and the 
tagline “Don’t suck the life from our oceans” appear in white text at the bottom corner of 
the images. While the background of the gull image is a grey gradient, the peach gradient 
behind the turtle and the blue gradient behind the salmon give the impression of being 
near a shoreline.  
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Figure 19 
The implied threat is that plastic straw use will negatively affect or “choke out” 
marine life. The description on the advertisement database says, “These graphic images 
prompt businesses large and small to rethink their straw usage.”  The intended primary 
audience for these images is therefore clearly stated as business owners and operators, but 
a secondary audience involves any individual who comes across the advertisements. The 
implied potential solution is for businesses to “rethink” (i.e. stop) using plastic straws in 
order to remove this physical threat from marine life. 
These advertisements directly connect the death of marine life with plastic straws 
(see Chapter 2 for more information on the limitations of plastic straw campaigns). While 
the advertisement description says, “We need to start a conversation about the continued 
usage of other single-use plastics such as lids, cups and containers, and how they're 
contributing to the plastic pollution crisis,” there is nothing in the advertisement itself that 
mentions other types of single-use plastic. Also, there is nothing in the advertisement 
itself that targets business owners specifically. While targeting business owners may 
change the system more so than targeting individuals, because the advertisement 
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campaign itself does not mention businesses in any way, there is little differentiating it 
from other campaigns that place the onus on the individual consumer. 
 
A Bag, 2016 
This 30-second web film is a single long take of a green park with a tree 
(screenshot below) (Figure 20). Wind blows a white plastic grocery bag into the frame. 
The bag then gets caught in the frame of the video itself, and bounces around the edge of 
the frame for the remainder of the film. White text appears, saying, “It will be around us 
for more than 500 years. NO MORE PLASTIC BAGS.” This is followed by the 
Greenpeace logo.  
 
Figure 20 
Between the imagery of the bag disrupting the serenity of the park and the text on 
screen, the threat is clear: the continued use of plastic bags will continue to disrupt nature 
for multiple lifetimes. The implied, yet vague, solution resides in the phrase “no more 
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plastic bags” which is interpreted as a call to stop using plastic bags. It is not clear who 
the intended audience is, or who the onus to do something is placed upon, only a 
generalized “us”. It could be consumers who visit grocery stores, as the bag pictured is a 
grocery bag, and there is no clear indication that this is meant to target plastic bags at a 
systematic level. The advertisement also invokes the same imagery used in anti-littering 
campaigns - unspoiled greenery abruptly disturbed by human-made waste - which 
implies individual action as well.  
This is one of the few advertisements in this section that does not focus on marine 
life or use an explicitly biocentric frame (see Chapter 2 for a more detailed discussion of 
frames). The terrestrial setting already sets this advertisement apart, but the use of a park 
also invokes egoistic values through an egoistic frame. By choosing a location often used 
for human recreation, the threat extends beyond a faraway concept of nature to a location 
that directly affects the viewer.  
 
Dead Whale, 2017 
Dead Whale was a guerilla marketing technique from Greenpeace Philippines. 
This video is not an advertisement itself. The AdForum website sometimes includes case 
studies of campaigns in the form of video essays detailing the methods and reach of a 
campaign. After a series of beached whales, including ones with plastic in their stomachs, 
appeared on beaches in the Philippines, Greenpeace constructed an effigy of a dead and 
decaying blue whale made completely out of plastic waste (including PET bottles, plastic 
straws, plastic bags, etc., collected from the ocean) on the shore of one of the most 
trafficked beaches in the country during the ASEAN Leaders Summit to ask them “to 
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take concrete measures toward the worsening case of plastic pollution” (screenshot 
below) (Figure 21). The spectacle also gained traction on social media and worldwide 
news outlets. 
 
Figure 21 
The implied threat is that plastic pollution is killing marine life, using whales as a 
figurehead or indicator species. The primary audience was the leaders at the ASEAN 
conference, and the secondary audience is the general public who are meant to hold those 
leaders accountable. The solution to this problem is systematic change, and the onus to 
implement that is on the leaders at the ASEAN summit. 
 
Plastic Hand Grenade, 2019 
This print advertisement features a “grenade” fashioned from a transparent plastic 
bottle set on beach sand. The bottom corner includes the Greenpeace logo, and a tagline 
reads “ONCE IT’S THROWN AWAY IT TURNS INTO A WEAPON. STOP THE 
WAR!” in a stencil-like font with black silhouette (Figure 22). 
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Figure 22 
The implied threat is that plastic will negatively affect the beaches and by 
extension, the oceans. Though the wording does not specify the type of plastic, the use of 
a water bottle may imply an intended focus on those items. The intended audience, who 
the onus is placed upon to change, and any potential solution beyond the vague sentiment 
of stopping the “war” on plastic by not using it at all is not clear. 
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The implication of plastic as a weapon of war is significant and holds a lot of 
weight. It also creates a pun: stop the war by supporting Greenpeace. However, the lack 
of specificity wastes the imagery’s power. Who is waging the war, and on whom? Plastic 
companies on oceans? Greenpeace on pollution? Is the audience unwittingly delivering a 
weapon of war, or callously using it? Is the audience a victim? A soldier? More context 
would help this advertisement leverage the potential impact of its war imagery. 
 
Ocean of the Future, 2018  
This 90-second TV spot from Greenpeace UK begins with cheerful marimba 
music and text that reads, “Welcome to the Ocean of the Future.” Children are 
interviewed outside an imagined Ocean of the Future exhibit, and they list names of 
animals they are excited to see (for example, octopus, catfish, otters). A camera follows 
the children into the exhibit and down a hallway into a tunnel-style aquarium tank. The 
audio changes to melancholy violin and piano music. The exhibit contains no fish, only 
suspended plastic debris such as plastic shopping bags, water bottles, and six-pack rings 
(screenshot, below) (Figure 23). The camera cuts between the tanks of debris, close-ups 
of the children’s confused and disappointed faces, plastic along real-life shorelines, and 
text overlay of statistics about plastic pollution. A child in an interview says, “There 
should be millions of fish and zero percent of plastic.” Text reads, “DEMAND YOUR 
SUPERMARKET USES LESS PLASTIC. SIGN OUR PETITION NOW.” The 
advertisement ends with the Greenpeace logo and a link to the online petition. 
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Figure 23 
The threat is plastic waste from grocery stores and other sources harming ocean 
life, ultimately destroying all ocean species and habitats and wresting away enjoyment of 
the oceans from future generations. The primary audience for the campaign is UK 
supermarkets, but the secondary audience who will be holding them accountable and who 
this specific advertisement is targeting are voters and consumers. The onus to change in 
general is placed on supermarkets, but the immediate action available is for consumers, 
who can address the problem by signing a petition. The argument can be made that 
parents, and specifically mothers, are also a primary audience for this campaign, as 
mothers tend to take on the majority of caretaking and grocery shopping responsibilities. 
With this reading, the advertisement is placing the onus on primary household caretakers 
and grocery-shoppers to demand changes in plastic usage by their local supermarkets by 
signing a petition.  
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The Pollution Footprint, 2017 
This print advertisement depicts marine debris floating on the ocean arranged in 
the shape of a giant human fingerprint (below) (Figure 24). A humpback whale mother 
and calf are also pictured, along with what appears to be a sunfish and two other clusters 
of marine fauna, possibly seals, or rocks. Waves appear to break at the bottom of the 
image, indicating a nearby shoreline. Plastic in the debris includes plastic grocery bags 
and HDPE barrels, and the fingerprint shape itself invokes an ocean gyre. The caption 
reads, “Is this the footprint we want to leave?”  
 
Figure 24 
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The other entries in “the Pollution Footprint” series do not feature plastic, but 
other types of pollution. This varied scope suggests that this advertisement is meant to 
encourage donation to Greenpeace so the organization can work at a myriad of 
environmental threats, rather than imparting a specific anti-plastic message to the viewer. 
The caption on AdForum also implies the advertisement is for Greenpeace as a whole: 
“Our seas harbor more and more plastic than life, the jungle is bled by mining and illegal 
logging, the fuel of the cars suffocate our cities. The question is: is this our legacy? We 
believe that no and for this reason we create this campaign for Greenpeace, because there 
may still be a better future as long as we take action today.” However, this large scope 
means the answers to the research questions are vague. The intended audience would be 
potential donors, and the onus to change is on humans as a whole because there is both 
industrial and consumer plastic in the gyre. Interestingly, both the caption and the title of 
the campaign use the word “footprint,” but the swirling image is clearly meant to 
resemble a fingerprint.  
 
Purposes: Break Free From Plastic, 2019 
This #BreakFreeFromPlastic print/web advertisement displays a close-up of the 
face of a sea turtle, with blue water out of focus in the background. The turtle’s eye forms 
the zero in “2019,” and “#breakfreefromplastic” is written beneath. The Greenpeace logo 
is small at the bottom, with the subtitle “PURPOSES” (Figure 25). 
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Figure 25 
This advertisement was part of a larger campaign that also featured other 
Greenpeace goals and hashtags for various environmental issues, each depicting an iconic 
species impacted by the issue, for example, an orangutan was paired with palm oil. This 
particular advertisement directs people to Greenpeace as a whole, but also the larger 
#BreakFreeFromPlastic networked campaign (discussed in Chapter 2). The threat is that 
plastic will harm ocean life and specifically turtles. The potential solution is to join under 
the #BreakFreeFromPlastic campaign. The intended audience and who has the onus to 
change are both vague. However, much like the Pollution Footprint campaign above, 
because the advertisement is part of a larger campaign for all of Greenpeace it could be 
targeting potential donors. 
 
Polluted Soap, 2018 
This case study video details Greenpeace Hong Kong’s guerilla marketing 
spectacle done in conjunction with Taiwan artist Hung Yi-Chen. The day before the 
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Hong Kong Legislative Council met to discuss plastic pollution, Greenpeace mailed 
council members a bar of soap “infused with the essence of Hong Kong Beaches.” The 
soap contained pieces of marine debris from different Hong Kong beach locations 
including microplastics and plastic cutlery (screenshot below) (Figure 26). Council 
members also received a letter asking them to “stop washing their hands of this problem.” 
There was also a simultaneous fundraising event where individuals could buy soap as an 
art piece.  
 
Figure 26 
The threat is that plastic waste is making beaches repulsive. The primary audience 
are the council members, who also have the onus to make systematic change with the 
way Hong Kong manages trash. The secondary audience are the people of Hong Kong 
who were made aware of the soap through the fundraising event and who are meant to 
hold the council accountable. 
This work shows more nuance than some other examples of campaign 
advertisements in this chapter, which may be due to the collaboration with a local artist. 
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Irony as a rhetorical device shows the potential to be a power tool for environmentalism, 
due to its ability to critique while showing nuance (see Chapter 5) (Seymour 2018, 13). In 
this piece, the irony of the soap that cannot be used to clean mirrors the irony of a beach, 
normally considered a place of recreation and livelihood, that cannot be enjoyed or 
utilized. 
 
Wildlife Conservation Society 
Give a Sip, 2018 
Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS) produced this poster campaign in 
conjunction with the New York Aquarium to stop using plastic straws. The posters 
feature blue art and illustrations of ocean waves, whales, dolphins, turtles, and seahorses 
as well as large text of various slogans like “SIP HEROICALLY” or “THIS BAR IS 
OFFICIALLY THIRSTY FOR OCEAN CONSERVATION” (below, left) (Figure 27). 
On the bottom the Give a Sip logo appears with “Save [Marine Life]. STOP USING 
PLASTIC STRAWS.” There is one outlier poster that depicts a Straws/Jaws movie poster 
parody (below, right) (Figure 28). Instead of a shark, there are various colored plastic 
straws in the water, and a few paper and plastic soda cups. The tagline is, “The most 
terrifying thing lurking in our water.” Where actors’ names would usually appear on the 
upper part of the poster, it reads “Sea Turtles, Sea Birds, Blue Whales.”  
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Figures 27 (left) and 28 (right) 
The implied threat with these ads is that straws will harm various marine life. The 
phrase “stop using plastic straws” appears on each ad, implying that the onus is on the 
individual viewer to make a personal choice. However, additional campaign materials 
found following the link on the poster describes a proposed ban on plastic straws in New 
York City. Therefore, this campaign’s primary audience is the NY lawmakers, and 
secondary audience are the aquarium visitors, bar patrons, and shoppers who would be 
seeing the posters.  
 
Surfrider 
Ocean Initiatives, 2015  
These magazine advertisements featuring close ups of a seal, gull, and turtle on a 
blurred beach background. A white human hand holds a grocery store checkout scanner, 
as if it were a gun at point blank range and scans the animals’ head. The animals’ eyes 
are closed, implying they are wincing in fear, and the close-up means we are meant to 
read the emotion on their faces. All text in the advertisement appears on a grocery store 
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receipt in the corner: “YOU BUY, THE SEA PAYS. 25 MILLION TONS OF PLASTIC 
PACKAGING WASTE ENDS UP IN THE OCEANS EVERY YEAR.” The Surfrider 
logo appears with the tagline “LET’S CHANGE THE WAY WE CONSUME” (Figure 
29).  
 
Figure 29 
The threat is that plastic packaging enters the water and harms ocean life, and 
with the way that the hand and scanner are positioned as if pointing a gun with finger on 
the trigger, the threat is imbued with a great deal of violence. The problem is being 
attributed to consumers and plastic packaging from grocery stores. The intended 
audience, as well as who has the onus to change, is the everyday consumer, and the 
potential solution given is to “change the way we consume” with by making different 
choices and embracing different buying habits. 
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This advertisement has a few glaring issues. First, the text warns about plastic 
packaging, but interestingly there is no plastic packaging in the frame. The only plastic at 
all is the grocery store scanner, although there is possibly plastic in the shirt the human is 
wearing as well as receipt, but it is uncertain. Also, it is not clear that the item the human 
is holding is indeed a grocery store scanner. Mistakenly interpreting the item - as a 
hairdryer, for example - recontextualizes the entire advertisement. 
 
Ocean Initiatives, 2016 
The print advertisements in the Oceans Initiatives 2016 campaign depict various 
pieces of plastic debris on the beach in positions that are reminiscent of a human relaxing. 
This includes a plastic cup, bottle, and grocery bags. The tagline is “Don’t give trash a 
break. European Beach Cleaning Days from 17 to 20 March” (Figure 30).  
 
Figure 30 
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The threat is that trash on the beach is taking up space that could be used for 
human enjoyment. The proposed solution involves beach clean-ups, and, therefore, the 
audience is potential beach clean-up participants, who also have the onus to act by 
participating. 
The human-esque positions, likely intended to seem clever, are unclear. Each 
piece on the database is titled after a human activity, such as “sun bath” (pictured above), 
however the viewer of the advertisement would not see this advertisement title, meaning 
the human-like beach activity is not obvious. Therefore, the threat that debris is taking up 
space that the viewer could be enjoying instead is somewhat obscured. In addition, the 
emphasis on human activity makes this campaign an example of the seldom-used egoistic 
frame. 
 
Ocean Initiatives, 2017 
The print advertisements from the 2017 Oceans Initiatives campaign show a 
plastic grocery bag or plastic water bottle on the street. An ocean wave is encroaching on 
it, implying that any trash has the ability to end up in the ocean, even if it begins far 
away. The text reads: “Let’s pick it up before the ocean takes care of it,” and provides 
supplemental information about beach clean-ups and the Surfrider logo (Figure 31). 
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Figure 31 
This is for the same ocean cleanup event as the previous entry, but for the 
following year. The threat is that plastic trash has the ever-present potential to end up in 
the ocean. The proposed solution, again, is beach clean ups, and therefore the audience is 
potential beach clean-up participants, who also have the onus to do something by 
participating. 
Interestingly, the flooding imagery is also reminiscent of sea-level rise, inviting 
connections between climate change and plastic marine debris (a connection that is 
discussed at greater length in Chapter 5). The mental connections between these two 
environmental issues play with the biospheric frame and invoke the concept of trans-
corporeality, or “the sense of the human as substantially and perpetually interconnected 
with the flows of substances and the agencies of environments” (Alaimo 2012, 476). If 
humans have the ability to affect the shoreline and oceans with plastic pollution, so too 
can they threaten the earth with climate change. 
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Snuffed Out Marine Life. 2017  
Surfrider created these print advertisements in conjunction with the advertising 
agency Gyro San Francisco. Each piece depicts a cigarette butt fashioned to look like a 
marine animal (a seagull, frog, and fish) snuffed on a neutral background (below) (Figure 
32). Taglines are puns such as “Cigarette butts snuff our marine life,” or “Cigarette butts 
are crashing our ecosystem,” where the animal looks like it crashed into the ground. 
Additional text addresses specific facts and threats related to cigarettes, (e.g. cigarettes 
are the #1 littered item, plastic never biodegrades, and animals mistake cigarettes for 
food).  
 
Figure 32 
The threat is that littered cigarette butts cause environmental issues that affect 
aquatic animals. The intended audience and, by extension, the people who the onus is 
placed upon to act, are smokers. The implied solution is that by stopping smoking the 
cigarette butts will not be able to harm marine life. It is also likely, however, that the goal 
of the advertisement is not to get smokers to quit, but rather build awareness around the 
importance of not littering cigarette butts. 
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Sea Shepherd 
Plastic Ocean, 2018 
This Sea Shepherd campaign contains both a 50-second video and print 
advertisements. The video begins with piano and a female choir voice. Text reads, 
“Introducing the Plastic Ocean.” A shark, a dolphin and a turtle struggle behind and 
against a pink and blue plastic film, and audio of their cries plays as well. The camera 
pulls out to reveal a plastic grocery bag, as text says, “Every year more than one million 
animals die from sea debris. Stop the plastic ocean. Recycle, reuse and reduce,” followed 
by the Sea Shepherd logo. The accompanying print advertisements are stills of the 
dolphin, shark, and turtle from this video taking up almost the whole frame with the same 
text on the bottom, displayed in a style that invokes a warning label (Figure 33).  
 
Figure 33 
The threat and potential solution are made clear in the advertisements: plastic 
debris is smothering and harming marine life, and the way to stop this is by recycling, 
reusing, and reducing. According to the accompanying text on the database, the intended 
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audience is “people aged 18 to 34” since they “generally have poor recycling habits.” 
Therefore, the onus to change is on people within this age bracket.  
 
Plastic Trash, 2018  
Sea Shephard’s Plastic Trash print advertisements each feature a popular type of 
edible fish (sea bass, mackerel, and tuna) that have swallowed a plastic bottle or 
container. The plastic container is stretching the fish from the inside and changing its 
shape. The tagline says “You eat what they eat. Plastic trash is flooding our oceans - Help 
us to clean up! Donate at sea-shepard.de” (Figure 34).  
 
Figure 34 
The implied threat is that plastic in the ocean affects the health of fish and by 
extension, the health of humans who eat those fish. The intended audience is therefore 
people who eat fish or go fishing, as well as potential donors. The onus to act is placed 
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upon donors as well.  The potential solution presented is that by donating, individuals 
help this nonprofit remove macrotrash. This ad is notable for having implications for 
human health, which falls under the egoistic value frame.  
 
Lonely Whale Foundation 
Tick Tock (Stylized “T1CK T0CK”), 2017  
Lonely Whale created a series of posters plus a video explaining this project. The 
posters feature “ticking time bombs” made from trash picked up from beaches around the 
world, photographed plainly on a white background with stylized text warning about 
plastic. They invoke this time bomb concept by stylizing the text to include numbers in 
place of letters. In the Curacao example, items in the art “bomb” include an old clock 
face, wires, plastic tubing, a syringe, an arm from a baby doll, a yellow toy rhinoceros, 
and plastic wrap, among other mostly indistinguishable objects. The text says: “T1CK 
T0CK. LET’S STOP PLAST1C POLLUT1ON B3FORE IT’S TOO LATE. 
ticktock.world. MARINE DEBRIS FOUND ON CURACAO” (Figure 35).  
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Figure 35 
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The video describing the project begins with imagery of plastic debris along 
shorelines and echoey, ominous music. Stylized text reads, “There are 5 Trillion plastic 
pieces in our oceans today. At this rate, scientists have predicted by 2025 the ratio of 
plastic to fish will be 1 to 3.” A drum march picks up as more stylized text reads, 
“Immediate action is needed.” The video then details the behind-the-scenes process of 
creating the “ticking time bombs” in the posters, from collecting the trash to fashioning 
and photographing the pieces themselves. 
The threat is that plastic is a “ticking time bomb” that will hurt the ocean. The 
countdown is on. The intended audience are locals from those beaches and potential 
donors. The campaign attributes the problem to “plastic” as a nebulous force itself. What 
to do about this problem - both in terms of the onus to act and any potential solution - is 
also left nebulous, as the video only says, “Immediate action is needed,” and then follows 
with the description of the project. The art itself is almost implied to be the solution.  
While T1CK T0CK works as an art piece, it fails as environmental messaging. 
Nothing about the campaign is clear: it is difficult to tell the pieces are supposed to be 
“time bombs” without the context of the video, and it does not indicate any groups, 
resources, or potential solutions to address the problem. The passive phrasing of the 
sentence, “Immediate action is needed,” makes it seem like the creators of the video were 
purposefully avoiding placing responsibility on any particular group, only barely 
implying critical rhetoric. 
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#StopSucking, 2017 and Strawless Ocean, 2018   
 The first part of this combined analysis involves a web video that launched the 
#StopSucking campaign. The beginning of the advertisement cuts between actors and 
celebrities sitting in what appear to be behind-the-scenes like sets, comically saying 
variations of the word “suck.” After 40 seconds, it is revealed that they have been talking 
about plastic straws, as rock music begins playing. The celebrities then give statistics 
about plastic straws and their impact on marine life. Text reads, “SHARE THIS VIDEO 
AND PLEDGE TO #STOPSUCKING,” and directs viewers to the Strawless Ocean 
website (screenshot below) (Figure 36). 
 
Figure 36 
The video clearly states the threat as plastic straws, which cause harm to marine 
life. The video, and later the hashtag campaign, specifically used celebrities from a wide 
range of popular culture to extend the audience to the public at large and appeal beyond 
Lonely Whale’s typical base (“#StopSucking – The Shorty Awards” n.d.). The potential 
solution, as well as the onus to change, lies with consumers, who are instructed to pledge 
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to stop using plastic straws. Interestingly, while the advertisement addresses threats to 
marine life, there is no water imagery, just the celebrities talking and holding plastic 
straws.  
The second part of this entry is a case study video meant to show the overarching 
reach of the Strawless Ocean campaign. In addition to recutting some footage from the 
above video, this second video also includes narration, ocean, and plastic imagery 
(including a clip from the viral turtle video discussed in depth in Chapter 2), other 
celebrity endorsements, such as participation in an exhibit at SXSW festival, and 
independent social media posts, as well as news coverage of the Seattle Straw Ban that 
Lonely Whale was instrumental in implementing. The video is accompanied by 
inspirational electronic music. Quotes and statistics appear in text, detailing the reach of 
the campaign and its success (screenshot below) (Figure 37). The video ends with voice-
over narration saying, “We started a global media conversation that helped keep more 
than 100 million straws out of the ocean and put a little love back in.” 
 
Figure 37 
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While the intended audience for the campaigns is the general public, the audience 
for this video is other people within the marketing and nonprofit spheres. The problem is 
being attributed to consumers and governments. The potential solution is to better 
communicate these types of environmental issues to the public like Lonely Whale did 
through their campaigns, and the onus to do something is placed upon other nonprofits, 
producers, and marketers, and by extension consumers and governments. 
 
Originality, Quality, Affect, and Cleverness: How Values Embedded in the 
Advertisement Industry Impact Message Construction in Environmental 
Campaigns  
 
As explored in the previous chapters, much of the way nonprofits and NGOs 
frame and discuss plastic pollution is as a threat to marine life, as opposed to a terrestrial 
threat or a threat to human health. It is important to keep in mind, however, that most of 
the featured nonprofits above are ocean-focused. Iconic marine species, such as turtles, 
dolphins, and whales are particularly prevalent in media campaigns. The frames used in 
the above campaigns match the trends in frames discussed in Chapter 2. Most of the 
framing is biocentric – the environment is worth saving for the environments’ sake, or the 
sake of the turtles or whales or dolphins. There is one example of the social-altruistic 
frame with the Ocean of the Future video, which implies the ocean should be preserved 
for future generations. A few examples of the egoistic frame exist as well, such as 
Greenpeace’s A Plastic Bag and Surfrider’s Ocean Initiatives. The Pollution Footprint 
advertisement also elicits the egoistic value frame, as the use of a fingerprint implies not 
only individual responsibility but personalized risk. As far as potential solutions to plastic 
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pollution, these advertisements call for either a change in consumer behavior, a political 
action, or a donation to the nonprofit in question.  
Many of these advertisements and campaigns lack specificity and clarity. Often, 
the clarity of the message or coherency of a call to action are sacrificed because an idea is 
trying to be clever. However, this by no means suggests that cleverness is always 
detrimental or ineffective. Greenpeace’s Ocean of the Future depicts a clear problem, a 
clear solution, and an action to be taken within the context of a clever aquarium exhibit. 
However, most of the advertisements above do not provide the same amount of clarity. 
For example, Surfrider’s Snuffed Out Marine Life campaign uses clever puns and art that 
grabs the viewer, but it does not present a clear call-to-action. The additional copy 
provided on the AdForum database says the goal of this piece was to “open a dialogue,” 
which functionally equates to critical rhetoric.  
The prioritization of cleverness over clarity may be due to the values present 
within the culture of advertisers and how they are trained to approach these ideas. The 
AdForum database has a rating system where users can vote on advertisements, and the 
judging categories are “Originality of the Idea,” “Quality of the Execution,” and 
“Emotional Impact.” This shows that advertisers, or at least those using AdForum, may 
be valuing these qualities over message clarity. In addition, these advertisements also 
often display an organization’s cause presented in a way to solicit donations, making this 
type of advertisement less centered on motivating behavior change or political action and 
more geared toward the nonprofit as a whole. This style also fits more with the culture of 
advertisers, where the originality/execution/emotion parameters might be a serviceable 
judge of quality. For example, Sea Shepherd’s Plastic Trash campaign directs the viewer 
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to the non-profit itself rather than a particular action for the viewer to take. Advertisers 
may employ their usual style rather than incorporating theories of environmental 
communication or evidence that is likely to be more effective at inspiring particular 
attitudinal and/or behavioral changes. 
The case study videos also provide a look into advertisers’ values. The audience 
for these videos is not necessarily the audience for the campaign itself. Lonely Whale’s 
Strawless Ocean video, for example, is a clear example of this phenomenon as it focuses 
on the reach of the campaign itself. The average viewer is not going to care that the 
#StopSucking launch video had 75 million social media impressions, but other 
advertisers might. The case studies are very clearly advertisers making content for other 
advertisers. However, this sentiment of making content that the in-group will find 
impressive might also be driving the advertisements that are supposed to be aimed at the 
public as well. 
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Chapter 4 
Greenwashing, Corporate Environmentalism, and the Social Energy Penalty 
 
Overview 
Corporations have been swift to respond to the recent public interest in plastic 
pollution through various approaches and courses of action. This chapter will focus on 
those actions, how they affect the plastic crisis, and how these corporate-based solutions 
tie into ideas of green liberalism and greenwashing. After providing relevant background, 
three case studies focusing on Starbucks, Adidas, and bracelet-based startup 4ocean are 
presented.  This chapter illustrates that the public uproar surrounding plastic pollution has 
been effective in instigating corporate response, however, the level to which that response 
occurs or will have any affect varies considerably. 
 
Background: How Corporations Employ Green Liberalism, Green Consumerism, 
and Corporate Social Responsibility 
 
Steinberg (2010) defines green liberalism as “the idea that market forces 
combined with individuals all doing their part can save the planet” with “economic 
freedom and pragmatic individual action stand[ing] at the core of this ideology” (8). Cox 
and Pezzullo (2016) use the term “green consumerism” to refer to a similar concept. 
Green Consumerism refers to the idea that consumers can make the world a little more 
sustainable by buying environmentally friendly products (which according to free market 
discourse, is the consumers “voting with their dollars”) which will encourage other firms 
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to follow similar environmental practices to remain competitive, leading to an overall 
social benefit (278-79). 
By virtue of existing within a capitalist system, all the companies listed in this 
chapter operate under green liberalism and green consumerism. These companies often 
approach environmental problems through the lens of Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR), which are corporate citizenship actions that have social benefits and generally 
enhance the reputation of a firm (Massetti 2011, 60). Examples provided in this chapter 
have elements of CSR, however problems tend to arise when firms rely so heavily on 
representing the CSR that the actual impacts of business practices no longer appear to 
matter, which often leads to greenwashing. 
Greenwashing, as defined by Cox and Pezzullo (2016) is an attempt to promote 
the appearances of products and commodity consumption as environmental or “green” 
while deliberately disavowing environmental impacts. Furthermore, greenwashing 
typically involves a basic standard of deception (276). The purpose of this chapter is to 
examine the ways that several recent “green” business practices related to plastic 
pollution have been presented to the public and ask if these examples represent authentic 
environmental inclinations or are merely instances of corporate greenwashing.  
 
Three Case Studies: Starbucks, Adidas, and 4ocean 
Starbucks 
On July 9, 2018, Starbucks announced that by 2020 it would phase out all plastic 
straws in stores and replace them with a recyclable strawless lid and non-plastic straw 
options. The company estimated this action would remove a billion plastic straws per 
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year ("Starbucks to Eliminate Plastic Straws Globally by 2020” 2018). The Starbucks 
announcement came on the heels of the city-wide straw ban in Starbucks’ home of Seattle 
just days before on July 2nd, and happened near the peak of plastic straw discourse 
[according to Google search trends, the search term “plastic straw” peaked around July 
29, 2018 (Data Source: Google Trends) (below) (Figure 38)]. The Starbucks 
announcement made headlines in various major mainstream media outlets including the 
New York Times and Washington Post. 
 
Figure 38 
This announcement was also met with a considerable amount of backlash (see 
Chapter 2 for a more detailed examination of anti-straw backlash) from right-wing think 
tanks, environmental advocates, and disability advocates. The Guardian reported that not 
only does the replacement lid have more plastic than the previous lid/straw combination, 
they also said that current recycling trends indicate that most of the new “recyclable” lids 
would not or could not be recycled anyway (Mahdawi 2018). In another example, Stiv 
Wilson, Director of Campaigns from the Story of Stuff Project called the Starbucks 
announcement a “can’t see the woods for the trees moment” (Wilson 2018). 
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Despite these shortcomings, Starbucks still received some positive press. For 
example, an article from the New Republic recognized the shortcomings listed above but 
maintained that the straw removal is “an environmental milestone” because it is the first 
instance of such a large company making a switch (Atkin 2018). A particularly green-
liberalism fueled headline from the Arizona Republic (“If Starbucks and McDonald’s nix 
plastic straws, just carry a reusable one”) encouraged individuals to buy and carry around 
their own reusable straws and stated, “if businesses [like Starbucks] can take a first step 
to keep plastic trash out of our oceans, we can do the same.” (Price 2018) 
One need only imagine, however, a typical consumer experience at any Starbucks 
across the country today to understand how severely the larger issue of single-use plastic 
waste has been overshadowed by the one-sixty-seventh-of-an-ounce plastic drinking 
Straw and attendant campaign. Imagine, for example, one walks into a Starbucks and 
orders an iced mocha, a flat white, and an order of egg bites. The iced mocha comes sans 
plastic straw, but still resides in a single-use plastic cup with the new plastic sippy cup 
lid. The hot drink is covered with a plastic lid, with a single-use plastic stirrer plugging 
the opening to preserve heat. A single-use plastic knife and plastic fork accompany the 
egg bites, each individually wrapped in clear plastic. A quick glance around the 
Starbucks reveals many other types of single-use plastic in the store. Pre-packaged snacks 
and bottled water sit beside the counter. Parfaits, sandwiches, salads, and desserts all 
packaged in single-use plastic fill the refrigerator. Even Starbucks-sanctioned reusable 
cups – which include a single-use plastic lining covering the straw – are made from 
plastic. While a purchase of one of these reusable cups creates less waste than repeated 
purchases of single-use cups, it is but another avenue of consumption filled by plastic 
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that, according to 2015’s recycling trends, has a 9% chance of being recycled (US EPA 
2018, 1). 
Supposedly, the removal of plastic straws marks a “significant milestone in the 
company’s thirty-year history in sustainable innovations” according to their press release 
("Starbucks to Eliminate Plastic Straws Globally by 2020” 2018).  However, as was 
detailed in Chapter 2, plastic straws are not and likely never to be the most effective 
target for dealing with plastic pollution. Starbucks had many other opportunities for such 
a milestone to have a more significant impact.  As evidenced above, plastic, and single-
use plastic in particular, pervades everything about Starbucks’ way of doing business. 
Starbucks’ “milestone” effort focused so intently on Straw Activism that the much larger 
and more egregious issue of plastic pollution was extraordinarily disregarded, in an 
apparent effort to comply with their home city’s ordinance while riding a good-PR wave 
in the process. 
 
Adidas 
Adidas has taken a more holistic approach to addressing plastic pollution 
compared to Starbucks. Adidas started by investing in and partnering with Parley for the 
Oceans in 2015 to make a line of shoes from recycled plastic that had been diverted from 
“beaches and coastal communities before reaching the ocean” (“Q&A: Adidas x Parley 
Partnership” n.d., 1). Adidas soon decided to go further. One line of shoes became an 
entire line of sportswear, and a line of sportswear became an initiative to “remove plastic 
from its business,” (Adidas 2019) on both the product and operations side. Adidas is 
preparing plans for the polyester used in all of their products to be post-consumer 
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recycled by 2024. Adidas uses Parley Ocean Plastic not only in their shoes and clothes, 
but also in items for their stores, such as hangers and mannequins (“Q&A: Adidas x 
Parley Partnership” n.d., 3). Additionally, Adidas has banned single-use plastics from 
corporate offices and removed plastic bags and packaging from stores as well. The 
company has even tied seemingly unrelated CSR campaigns to anti-plastic efforts by 
sponsoring a Run for the Oceans event (Adidas 2019).  
One can apply green consumerism to Adidas’ example in a fairly coherent way. 
The company’s holistic approach to plastic pollution not only creates a more substantial 
impact compared to the removal of a single plastic piece, but also creates a desirable 
brand for many people. Therefore, if people switched the purchase of their athletic shoes 
from a less sustainable brand to Adidas, it would signal that Adidas is doing something 
right, and competitive companies would have to replicate the innovation in order to keep 
up. This is an example of how corporate practices can subvert and improve upon the 
status quo: if this model is proven successful, anti-plastic practices are likely to be 
adopted by an ever-growing number of companies, in effect triumphing and establishing 
a new corporate anti-plastic norm. Companies that eschew the practice may even run the 
risk of shame campaigns, public backlash, and ultimately losing customers and profits.   
In practice, however, there are many variables that confound this green 
consumerist idealism. The main issue is that there is no guarantee that the purchase of an 
Adidas shoe is replacing any other purchase. Adidas targets customers with a hedonic 
rather than utilitarian shopping style (Valter, Santini & Araujo 2018, 435), meaning 
Adidas customers shop for recreation rather than to complete a task (426). Therefore, 
Adidas’ new recycled plastic lines could create extra purchases in addition to what 
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consumers were already buying. Patagonia has addressed this exact phenomenon in its 
advertising before. The “Don’t Buy This Jacket” campaign encouraged consumers to wait 
until they needed the jacket to buy it, and then for it to be a big purchase that they use 
until it wears all the way out. This was an anti-consumption campaign based on socially 
responsible ideals (Hwang et al 2016, 436). Anti-consumption marketing would probably 
work for companies that are socially responsible and have high quality products, with the 
implication they are built to last (448). While Adidas’ plastic efforts are socially 
responsible, an anti-consumption campaign modeled after Patagonia’s “Don’t Buy This 
Jacket” effort is not likely, as Adidas has a strong brand community among the 
sneakerhead subculture of shoe collectors (Choi & Kim 2019, 144). In other words, an 
advertising campaign based around anti-consumption could potentially alienate this 
dedicated part of Adidas’ consumer base. In addition, while the removal of ocean plastic 
is no doubt beneficial in some capacity, the question remains of what happens to the 
shoes and other polyester-containing clothing items post-consumer usage. 
While Adidas’ actions have some issues, the company’s multidirectional approach 
to reducing and diverting plastic is commendable. Within the current capitalist system, 
Adidas can be a model for other similar firms wanting to reduce plastic use. Though 
much of the public’s focus on plastic pollution is relegated to single-use plastic, the 
garment industry is also responsible for a large amount of plastic waste. For example, one 
estimate says that 35% of ocean microplastics originate from the laundering of synthetic 
textiles (Boucher & Friot 2017, 21). While for now Adidas’ products will still be made 
from plastic, and will therefore continue to release microfibers, the upcycling of single-
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use plastic into the fashion industry is in effect claiming some responsibility for plastic 
pollution and addressing the issue.  
 
4ocean 
4ocean is a startup that sells bracelets made from recycled plastic for $20 each 
and claims to “pull a pound of trash” out of the ocean for every bracelet sold. As of 
October 2019, the company has removed 6 million pounds of trash from the ocean by 
paying fishermen who catch nets full of trash in Bali, Haiti, and Florida, and sponsoring 
beach cleanups (“About” n.d.). 4ocean fits the definition of a social enterprise, which is a 
company that makes a clear social contribution while still making a profit. The social 
contribution is in line with the enterprise’s overall goals and have a degree of social 
legitimacy. In addition, the organization is community-internalizing, meaning it gives 
more back to the community than it takes from it (such as taking advantage of tax 
subsidies) (Massetti 2011, 54, 59). 
4ocean represents itself as a steward of the ocean rather than an accessory 
company. In their extensive social media and television advertisements, as well as on 
their website, the beach clean-ups and other images of plastic removal take precedence 
over the bracelets and other merchandise (below) (Figure 39). By featuring plastic 
removal efforts so heavily, 4ocean has chosen to present themselves in a way that is 
similar to several anti-plastic nonprofits, despite being registered as an LLC. 
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Figure 39 
4ocean makes it clear across their website that they are a for-profit company, and 
they do not accept donations of any kind (“Can I Donate to 4ocean?” 2019). But the way 
they present themselves, appropriating the language and imagery of ocean nonprofits, 
could be viewed as misleading. 4ocean, LLC, for example, frequently uses words like 
“mission” and “join the movement.” The boilerplate on the bottom of their website says 
“4ocean is a global movement actively removing trash from the ocean and coastlines 
while inspiring individuals to work together for a cleaner ocean, one pound at a time.” Of 
the 24 posts to 4ocean’s Instagram in September 2019, six posts mainly feature general 
ocean imagery or otters (the cause of the month), 17 mainly feature ocean cleanup efforts 
or littered beaches, and one mainly features a product for sale, the bracelet. A post from 
September 16 notes that “Cleaning the ocean is only half of our mission. Educating 
communities […] is the other half.” (below, top) (Figure 40). 4ocean’s branding has even 
misled the Google algorithm, which listed the company alongside non-profits and NGOs 
such as Surfrider and Oceana (below, bottom) (Figure 41). 
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Figures 40 (top) and 41 (bottom) 
In an interview with SURFER magazine, the founders of 4ocean allude to the fact 
that they are using the bracelets to build capital for a larger project: 
As we’re going as a company, it’s very important to understand that the 
bracelet was just a mere stepping stone into the bigger picture, which is 
creating the economy around the plastic […] Our dream is to be able to 
use that plastic we’re collecting to make sustainability-based products that 
consumers would want to be a part of [...] We are doing everything we can 
to not only pull the plastic out of the ocean but find sustainable based 
solutions with that plastic. That’s what’s going to create that circular 
economy (Waldron 2019). 
The interview also frequently invokes the ideas and language of green liberalism and 
green consumerism: 
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We live in a world of consumerism and every purchase we make is a vote and it’s 
the big brands that are counting the ballots. If we can teach people to use their 
dollar to vote for a company that’s doing good they will listen and these big 
brands will start using ocean plastic in their products. Or Coke will start saying, 
“For every soda purchased, we’ll remove a bottle out of the ocean.” (emphasis in 
original) (Waldron 2019) 
The application of “vote with your money” in this context is flawed. That concept works 
when a consumer is replacing a purchase with a competing item, and a brand must 
change in order to remain competitive. A 4ocean bracelet is not replacing a less-
sustainable purchase, it is creating an entirely new one. These bracelets are not competing 
with Coke for a purchase, as they fulfill a different need for the consumer. Therefore, 
Coke has no reason to remove plastic from the ocean. 
However, the 4ocean bracelet is potentially competing with nonprofits. People 
who are buying their products are not doing so because they want a cute bracelet, they are 
buying the idea that the bracelet represents, namely “I do not like that there is plastic in 
the ocean.” These consumers are potentially ones that would donate to an ocean nonprofit 
as well. 4ocean, as a startup focused on growth and creating capital, will continue to 
invest in advertising. This increased advertising is likely to be seen by consumers much 
more frequently compared to advertisements that are produced by nonprofits as part of 
environmental campaigns with much smaller budgets. This means audiences may be 
more likely to buy a bracelet than donate to a nonprofit. 
However, is buying a recycled plastic bracelet necessarily less impactful than 
donating funds to an environmental nonprofit (if one is to engage in only a single action)? 
4ocean’s cleanup is not a nonzero action. Taking plastic out of the ocean is a good thing. 
In addition to their cleanup efforts, they often partner with ocean nonprofits for specific 
bracelets and have committed to the 1% for the Planet fund. There is also value in being a 
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model for other companies by exemplifying that consumers are willing to support 
companies that work to address environmental issues and purchase goods made from 
recycled materials.  By its own admission, 4ocean invests 98% of its revenue toward its 
global ocean cleanup mission, however it is unclear how much of this revenue is 
reinvested in their widespread marketing campaigns. Furthermore, while 4ocean has 
removed 6.9 million pounds of trash from the ocean since 2017 (according to the Trash 
Tracker on their website as of October 2019), somewhere between 4.8 to 12.7 million 
metric tons of plastic waste entered the ocean in 2010 alone (Jambeck et al 2015, 768). 
Buying a bracelet from 4ocean is not likely to greatly impact plastic pollution on a 
systematic level. By competing with nonprofits, 4ocean is also potentially taking 
resources away from efforts to stop the process by which plastic pollution occurs.  
  
Applying the Social Energy Penalty as a Method of Environmental Impact 
It could be argued that all three of the above case studies represent greenwashing, 
and as long as we are operating under green liberalism, profits will come before 
environmental benefit. However, applying the concept of the social energy penalty may 
help us better understand these companies’ actions. Corporate environmentalism refers to 
the actions undertaken by corporations to benefit the environment, and symbolic 
corporate environmentalism refers to how these actions are represented. A problem 
arises, however, when an action is merely symbolic, meaning the action is being 
described in a way that (whether deliberately or otherwise) does not correspond with 
actual environmental impact (Bowen 2014, 3-4). A social energy penalty occurs when 
“the advantages of the green solution are dominated by too much symbolic versus 
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substantive adoption” (102). In Starbucks’ case, it is evident that the energy and 
resources involved in communicative efforts surrounding their straw removal – on behalf 
of Starbucks and the following consumer backlash – outweigh the environmental impact. 
With Adidas, there is more balance. The committed switch to recycled polyester and 
other anti-plastic measures changes their entire supply line, and their communicative 
efforts reflect this. Therefore, it appears that they have not incurred a social energy 
penalty. Furthermore, in both Starbucks’ and Adidas’ case, there may be some additional 
and wider-ranging benefits, as Bowen (2014) highlights: when a firm’s environmental 
efforts are at the core of their business and a significant communicative effort is 
undertaken, the attendant business practices are more likely to be picked up by other 
firms in the same industry (83). However, as addressed previously, removing straws (as 
was the case with Starbucks) provides only an extremely small environmental benefit. 
And a potential consequence of Adidas’ partnering with Parley and branding centered on 
recycled plastic materials is that other sportswear brands become less likely to market 
their initiatives in similar ways for fear of competing with the same market niche. 
Competitive companies might instead desire to distinguish themselves from Adidas and 
link their brand to a different social good. 
4ocean should be examined through a different lens both because it is considered 
a social enterprise and because it is such a new company. While recognizing that they are 
removing trash from the ocean and donating a portion of their proceeds to registered 
environmental nonprofits, the business of selling bracelets appears to be symbolic at this 
point. 4ocean, LLC is quite literally selling a symbol of the environmental problem, 
which is reflected in their marketing materials. In a few years, this may not be the case. 
91 
 
   
   
The founders’ plans for selling recycled ocean plastic as a raw material has potential to 
“close the loop” and disrupt plastic as a raw material manufactured by petrochemical 
companies. It is difficult to apply the social energy penalty to a company that has not 
reached the full potential of its environmental benefits. 
An argument can be made that any symbolic corporate environmentalism, even 
when overrepresenting a firm’s environmental efforts, can be beneficial. Such symbolism 
can make environmentalism seem more legitimate to industry, can change attitudes and 
behaviors of employees, and can open further opportunities for sustainability in the future 
(Bowen 2014, 71). In addition, Bowen (2014) warns that too liberally condemning a 
company’s environmental actions as greenwashing has the potential to prevent other 
companies in similar positions from beginning green initiatives for fear of backlash (4). 
Certainly, the criticisms provided in this chapter should not be read as an effort to 
dissuade companies from engaging in attempts to remedy the many ailments of the 
planet. Pro-environmental practices, whether great or small, holistic or specific, each 
contribute to progress accordingly. The critiques provided here are meant to challenge as 
well as assist in closing the gap between the actions companies take and the symbols that 
have come to represent them. 
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Chapter 5  
The Climate Change “Distraction,” Self-reflexivity and Conclusions 
 
Overview 
This chapter synthesizes information from the previous four chapters with 
underutilized directions in environmental communication in order to make 
recommendations for future plastic pollution communication efforts. Individual content 
creators are engaging with self-reflexivity and irony when depicting plastic, two devices 
which have been largely ignored by the mainstream environmental movement but present 
promising new directions for representation. Though it seems plastic pollution may be 
competing with climate change for audience’s attention, in reality the two are connected 
through both their origins in oil and widespread environmental threats. This chapter 
explores the possibilities and benefits of communicating the two as part of one systemic 
issue. This chapter concludes by referencing case studies from the thesis as well as new 
examples to illustrate the shortcomings of focusing on individual behavior changes as 
opposed to systematic plastic reduction efforts. 
 
Self-Reflexivity and Irony 
Seymour (2018) defines bad environmentalism as “environmental thought that 
employs dissident, often denigrated affects and sensibilities to reflect critically on both 
our current moment and mainstream environmental art, activism, and discourse” (6). It is 
worth nothing that “bad” is not a value statement, but rather a tongue-in-cheek way of 
naming environmental thought and action that runs alternative to mainstream 
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environmentalism. Seymour argues that irony is an underutilized idea in environmental 
communication, leading to a lack of self-awareness and self-reflexivity in both the 
mainstream environmental movement (13) and ecocriticism (26).  Seymour basis much of 
this work on Szerszynski‘s concept of ironic ecology, which calls for 1) the recognition 
that failure and error are inevitable 2) nature and culture interacting outside a strict binary 
3) self-awareness and self-reflexivity in environmental thought and 4) “knowing” 
representations that treat readers as co-producers of meaning and do not rely on fixed or 
agreed-upon cultural frames (2007, 351-352). Seymour also highlights Norgaard (2011), 
who, in studying the way people approach climate change in their everyday life in 
Norway, found that irony, when paired with humor, has a few social functions: enforcing 
cultural norms through teasing, relieving tension around taboo issues, as “a strategy for 
emotion management” that distance a person from an issue (124-125). Mainstream 
environmentalism often operates in binaries such as perfectionism versus hypocrisy in 
environmental actions or despair versus hope for environmental outcomes. Highlighting 
irony, or the coexistence of seemingly contradictory feelings or information, challenges 
these binaries and adds nuance to environmental arguments (Seymour 2018, 5). However, 
many representations of environmental issues operate squarely within these binaries and 
do not acknowledge their existence. Plastic pollution is no exception. Findings from the 
previous chapters indicate that representations of plastic pollution, both from 
environmental NGO campaigns and corporate attempts at anti-plastic efforts, often lack 
self-reflexivity and irony. However, examples of the self-reflexivity and irony that 
Seymour calls for in bad environmentalism can be found in online user-generated content 
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created by concerned individuals. Environmental campaigns may benefit from modeling 
these works. 
 In May 2019, science communicator and YouTube influencer Hank Green posted 
a four-minute video titled “The Worst Product Ever” (screenshot below) (Figure 42). 
Green begins by introducing the concept of “Flexplay DVDs,” disposable DVDs that 
only worked for two days because they oxidized when exposed to air and were meant to 
replace DVD rentals. The public was outraged at this idea, and the DVDs were soon 
discontinued. Because the movies were considered valuable, it seemed wasteful to throw 
them away, despite the DVDs themselves containing less plastic than a beverage bottle. 
Green then draws the comparison to the outrage around disposable water bottles and how 
that same outrage does not exist, for example, surrounding coke or vitamin water or 
single serve coffee, because they are also considered quality products. His narration is 
juxtaposed with shots of a scale as he compares the weight of plastic contained in these 
objects. 
 
Figure 42 
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Green’s video engages with both irony and self-reflexivity. He lightly critiques 
the hypocrisy of the environmental movement and shows the irony in protesting objects 
based on perceived value, not true environmental impact. He displays his personal 
environmental failings by using his own plastic trash, even commenting on the coffee cup 
that he “literally took out of [his] garbage can because [he] didn’t even think at all about 
throwing it away.”  Throughout, Green is participating in the type of self-reflexivity that 
Seymour is encouraging. 
 Plastic encompasses another kind of irony in its representation: as Alaimo (2012, 
487) and Wallace (2016, 132) have observed, plastic pollution is represented as both 
“cheerful” and “malevolent.” The “malevolence” of plastic is obvious - it is a pollutant 
overwhelming, corrupting, and poisoning the planet. The “cheer” or “playfulness” of 
plastic is derived from its bright color and use in recognizable, everyday objects.  
A webcomic parody of Disney’s The Little Mermaid, entitled The Little 
Trashmaid, about a young mermaid who loves trash (and plastic in particular) went viral 
in 2019. The webcomic became so popular that the artist set up a crowdfunding 
membership account for it that benefits ocean health organizations such as One Earth 
One Ocean eV (Stephanie Hermes, personal communication, October 9, 2019). While 
many pieces of media utilize plastic’s cheerful malevolence, the tone of The Little 
Trashmaid completely hinges on it. The young trashmaid lusts after the human world on 
the surface and the consumerism that generates the plastic waste she adores. This longing 
is presented comically, and not “correctly,” displaying the “denigrated affect” Seymour 
describes as bad environmentalism (2018, 6). The mermaid replicates parts of the 
consumerist experience she imagines with its leftovers, mimicking earrings, for example, 
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by adorning her ear with brightly colored clothespins and a broken-off fishhook and line 
(below, left) (Figure 43). She also genuinely enjoys and sees value in trash, mistaking a 
homeless man with a shopping cart full of garbage for royalty (below, right) (Figure 44). 
Trashmaid engages with a subset of bad environmentalism that Seymour calls trashy 
environmentalism which gleefully refuses shame, basis its environmentalism in “vulgar 
excess – material, aesthetic, as well as affective” and contests environmental degradation 
as well as classism (192). The trashmaid herself is quite shameless and excessive in her 
embracing of literal trashy environmentalism. In addition, her envy of the human world is 
similar to Seymour’s examples that show lower-class households envying the 
environmentalism available to middle- and upper-class households, to the point where 
Trashmaid itself could read as a metaphor for classism.  
 
Figures 43 (left) and 44 (right) 
Aside from comical examples, she is rarely shown being harmed by waste itself 
and instead delights in it, relying on the “cheerful” part of cheerful malevolence. The 
creator of the comic invoked this irony on purpose. “It's supposed to be funny so that 
people enjoy reading it, but with a very bitter taste to it so we become aware of what we 
are doing to our surroundings.” (Stephanie Hermes, personal communication, October 9, 
2019).  This irony and humor function in the way that Norgaard (2011) highlights by 
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relieving tension and managing emotions through distancing the audience (124-125). 
While Norgaard paints these functions as a way of being dismissive of climate change in 
a social setting, that may not be the case with Trashmaid and plastic pollution. By 
creating something the audience can laugh at and making plastic pollution bearable, 
Trashmaid is potentially allowing the audience to engage with ideas about plastic 
pollution for longer than more mainstream “animal in danger” representations that rely on 
negative affect like sadness and guilt. Trashmaid does not need to illustrate that plastic 
pollution is “bad” in the conventional sense. It is what Szerszynski (2007) calls a 
“knowing” text (352), because it works with the audience to create new meanings for the 
items of pollution featured in the comic. Clothespins are now earrings. A grocery bag is 
now a tasteful crop top.   
Irony and self-reflexivity provide a promising new direction in environmental 
communication. For example, self-reflexivity might be a subtle way of invoking 
inoculation theory. Pre-exposing audiences to common, yet weakened, counterarguments 
strengthens resistance to counterarguments in the future (Papageorgis & McGuire 1961, 
480). Seymour points out that the lack of self-reflexivity in environmental activism 
makes it ripe for a target of ridicule for hypocrisy. For example, participants in the 
People’s Climate March were mocked by Turning Point USA’s Charlie Kirk for “litter” 
and overflowing trash cans after the event (Seymour 2018, 189). Seymour (2018) says 
that by perfectionism logic, “an environmental activist who flies on a plane, fails to 
recycle their protest sign, or occasionally eats cheese is somehow worse than someone 
who actively seeks to destroy the environment” (emphasis in original) (191). Self-
reflexivity, particularly the kind Green employs in his YouTube video, acknowledges the 
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insurmountable difficulty in being a perfect environmentalist. Therefore, by illustrating 
this fallibility, audiences may be inoculated to later detractors. Previous work on 
inoculation theory in environmental communication focuses on climate change 
specifically (Van der Linden et al. 2017, 6) and “prebunking” attempts to factually 
detract from scientific consensus by presenting typical denier arguments and highlighting 
flaws (Cook 2016). Also, notably, there is an example of trying to invoke inoculation 
theory in regard to recycled water that had little success in persuading audiences (Kemp 
et. Al. 2012, 344-345). By focusing on the perfectionism/hypocrisy binary, the brand of 
self-reflexivity explored in this section may invoke inoculation through affect, presenting 
a different avenue for inoculation theory in environmental communication and one that is 
not specific to climate change. In addition, Szerszynski (2007) links ironic ecology to 
“irony of comportment, a radical disjuncture between outward behaviour and inner 
intention (343).” This is very similar to the definition of Cognitive Dissonance explored 
in Chapter 2, which refers to the psychological discomfort one feels when behavior is not 
consistent with their attitudes (Harmon-Jones & Mills, 2019, 3). Using irony in 
environmental communication may provide ways for audiences and potential 
environmental activists to manage such dissonance. Though Seymour (2018) highlights 
environmental art has value beyond “spark[ing] change” (7), linking irony and self-
reflexivity to theories of persuasive communication explicitly provides the framework for 
environmental communicators to take irony seriously and opens possibilities for further 
research. 
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The Climate Change “Distraction” 
            In June 2018, National Geographic released its “Planet or Plastic” issue, 
launching a campaign that focused on the overwhelming amount of plastic pollution on 
earth and specifically in the oceans (below) (Figure 45). The cover features art of a 
plastic grocery bag bobbing in the ocean that resembles a melting iceberg and is 
captioned “18 billion pounds of plastic end up in the ocean each year. And that’s just the 
tip of the iceberg.” While the caption implies that we are only just beginning to 
understand the dangers of plastic pollution, the melting iceberg is reminiscent of climate 
change imagery. Together, they connote that the issue of plastic pollution possesses 
significance on par with climate change.   
 
Figure 45 
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In a Democratic Presidential Town Hall in September 2019, when asked about 
rollbacks on lightbulb regulations, candidate Elizabeth Warren said, “This is exactly what 
the fossil fuel industry hopes we’re all talking about […] They want to be able to stir up a 
lot of controversy around your lightbulbs, around your straws, and around your 
cheeseburgers. When 70% of the pollution of the carbon that we’re throwing into the air 
comes from three industries and we can set our targets and say by 2028, 2030, and 2035, 
no more” (emphasis added) (Merica 2019). Though Warren makes a point to mention 
pollution later in her answer, it is notable that she included the conversation surrounding 
plastic straws in a question about energy use.  
The overwhelming amount of plastic in the biosphere and the rise in global 
temperatures are not unrelated issues. Chapter 1 reflects on how the plastic industry and 
oil industry have been linked almost since inception, as plastics are manufactured from 
petroleum byproducts. The inundation of plastic products is directly linked to increased 
reliance on petroleum, and the profits from both industries likely line similar, if not the 
same pockets. In other words, it might be time to start considering plastic pollution as a 
facet of climate change, which not only makes sense ontologically and scientifically, but 
also from an environmental communication perspective directed toward policy change.  
 
 The Scientific Origins and Environmental Effects 
Not only is plastic pollution related to the rise in global temperatures through its 
link with oil, but plastic is changing the content of the oceans and the world, therefore 
changing the climate and affecting humans and other species. Their effects are 
intertwined and cumulative. For example, there is evidence that when certain plastics are 
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exposed to solar radiation, they release greenhouse gases (Royer 2018, 1). Also, places 
most affected by sea-level rise are the same places that may bear the brunt of plastic 
pollution as well. For example, the Coral Triangle, or the waters surrounding Indonesia, 
Malaysia, the Philippines, Papua New Guinea, Timor Leste and the Solomon Islands is 
known as a hotspot for marine biodiversity. The damaging effects of sea-level rise in the 
area are expected to be widespread (Mcleod et al. 2010, 219). In addition, the area has a 
high risk of plastic pollution entering the marine environment (Lasut et al. 2018,107) and 
accumulation of microplastics (Cordova, Hadi, & Prayudha 2018, 23). The way these 
deleterious effects interact with one another is yet to be seen. However, if the issues 
originate with petrochemicals and affect the same places and individuals, it may be 
beneficial to refer to them with a term that links them together. 
 
Plastic and Climate Change – an Object of Discontent 
Plastic fits into Timothy Morton’s concept of hyperobjects - something massively 
distributed in space and time relative to humans, consisting of relationships to countless 
other objects, and leaving impressions on other objects they interact with (2013, 1). 
Examples of hyperobjects include a solar system, the Florida Everglades, and/or all 
uranium that has ever existed. Plastic can be considered a hyperobject as well. It starts in 
the ground as remnants of long-extinct organisms originating across vast distances. After 
being extracted and processed by humans and formed into its durable, current form, it 
will remain in this form for potentially thousands of years, resulting in a lifespan that 
greatly outmatches humans’ ability to conceive of time. In describing climate change as a 
hyperobject, Morton laments the political factors that caused the shift away from the term 
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global warming and critique’s climate change’s vagueness (2013, 8-9). However, if 
plastic and global warming are both massively distributed objects whose origin starts 
with oil and petrochemicals, why not think of them as the same hyperobject? As part of 
climate change?  
There is some evidence that plastic pollution and climate change are already being 
conflated in a colloquial context. The meme below (left), for example, considers plastic 
straw bans a reaction to climate change (Figure 46). A TikTok video from user 
@jacobvanlue with 10,000 likes says, “So when a random ancient Mayan calendar ran 
out of room and ended on a certain date, ya’ll were all freaking out that the world was 
gonna end. But when the polar ice caps are melting and half the world is underwater and 
the climate is changing and the turtles are dying and the water is filled with garbage, ya’ll 
don’t believe that. Ya’ll are turning a blind eye to that. Ok” (screenshot below, right) 
(Figure 47). Senator Elizabeth Warren’s debate answer about straws also manages to 
conflate the two for a moment until she clarifies her inclusion of pollution as well. 
Seymour (2018) calls environmental knowledge a “red herring,” because understanding 
the science behind an environmental problem does not necessarily correlate with caring 
about the problem (46).  
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Figures 46 (left) and 47 (right) 
Discontent surrounding these environmental issues can potentially be harnessed 
toward environmental action. It is not necessary for every individual to fully understand 
the scientific connections between plastic, oil, and climate change, so long as the public 
support of anti-plastic measures leads to actionable goals that also mitigate climate 
change. 
 
Change the Communication, Change the Policies 
If considered a facet of climate change, plastic may be an effective tool both to 
communicate climate change overall and to create policy measures and other solutions 
that target the sources of climate change. Climate change is notoriously difficult to 
visualize. One study showed that imagery related to climate change could be used to 
promote a sense of urgency/importance or feelings of personal efficacy (the belief that 
one has agency and is able to do something about the issue), but rarely both (O’Neill et al 
2012, 8). The study included images related to climate change, such as climate impacts, 
sources of pollution, world leaders, graphs, and energy futures (5-6). However, with the 
exception of microplastics, plastic pollution is clearly visible and also something that 
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many encounter on a daily basis. The tangibility of plastic pollution makes it able to 
speak for itself. Chapter 2 references the popularity of eco-art/activism projects that draw 
attention to plastic pollution by using plastic waste as a medium to construct sculptural 
works (more often than not resembling marine fauna). The letter from the editor in the 
“Planet or Plastic” issue of National Geographic says, “Some people deny climate 
change, but there are no ocean plastic deniers. The problem is in plain sight” (Goldberg 
2018, 6). While there is always the risk that plastic pollution could be the target of 
disinformation campaigns, plastic’s tangibility does provide some resistance to the 
methods of politicization and denialism that have been associated with climate change. 
There is far less of a scientific disconnect between cause and effect when the pollution is 
visible, tangible, recognizable, and in nearly everyone's backyard. 
Therefore, imagery of plastic pollution has the potential to be a powerful tool for 
communication. The Sea Turtle Conservancy emphasized how images of animals 
affected by plastic pollution routinely attracted audiences’ attention (Lexie Beach, 
Personal Communication, September 21, 2018). Alaimo (2012) states that images of 
plastic waste affecting sea creatures remind the audience that animal bodies can be 
invaded by “terrestrial, human consumerism” and the “uneven distribution of harm” that 
exists (488). Images of plastic macro-pollution not only remind viewers of plastic 
pollution, but also remind of the unintended consequences of runaway human 
consumerism. 
 Including plastic pollution in conversations about climate change can create new 
and very promising avenues to address climate change. The two issues are connected 
through oil, but they are also connected through the overconsumption and profit growth 
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in unrestricted capitalism. It might be possible to sway public opinion to address climate 
change by taking advantage of anti-plastic sentiment to create policy measures that affect 
both. Prioritizing plastic pollution in communication efforts can create policy 
opportunities that mitigate the worst impacts of both climate change and plastic pollution 
while sidestepping attempts to discredit scientific consensus. It is important to remember 
that effective policy measures that would successfully address both climate change and 
plastic pollution would ideally be dependent on regulations and not market-based or 
technocratic solutions. Restrictions on producing more new plastic and developing more 
comprehensive and efficient recycling practices, such as bottle bills and other policy 
changes that do not rely on green liberalism will, without a doubt, affect emissions. It is 
worth noting that some oil companies already feel threatened by the public backlash to 
plastic. One report from Bloomberg states that Aramco, Shell, BP and others have been 
investing in plastics to make up diminishing oil profits, but the advent of the “circular 
economy” means that this area does not have as much promise for growth as they 
originally anticipated (Kaskey 2019). It would be worth studying which anti-plastic 
policies/practices/restrictions in particular would have the greatest net impact on reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions and then highlighting these actions or policies in widespread, 
networked environmental communications campaigns to build public support. 
 
Potential Drawbacks 
Including plastic pollution in the conversation about climate change is not meant 
to downplay the effects of plastic pollution. And it is important to bear in mind that there 
are certainly additional dangers, especially to those in developing countries, that cannot 
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be addressed by cutting off plastic at the source. Placing restrictions on new plastics does 
not address the plastic that is already in circulation, contaminating the oceans and the 
land. There is also a danger of repeating the rhetoric from the late 1980s of a general and 
overarching environmental crisis, which runs the risk of being manipulated to value 
individual action over social policy (Dunaway 2013, 189). Furthermore, this 
individualized action has the potential to feed into greenwashing. For example, this 
creates the opportunity for bottled water manufacturers to say they are “fighting climate 
change” by reducing the amount of plastic in their product. Certain plastics have also 
become essential to everyday function, as has become apparent through the disability 
community’s backlash to plastic straw policies. “Plastic pollution is part of climate 
change” might further harm the disability community, as it may create a situation where 
in the public consciousness using a plastic straw (or other necessary plastic items) does 
not only hurt turtles, it contributes to climate change, justifying further harassment and 
mistreatment. Any change in the rhetoric around plastic and climate change should be 
informed by a social justice perspective and serve as a tool to protect those that are most 
vulnerable. 
It is important to acknowledge the risks involved in such a drastic shift in the way 
that plastic pollution and climate change are represented and discussed, i.e. no longer as 
separate issues but symptoms of the very same pernicious behavior and mindset that also 
interact and exacerbate each other's potential for harm. Furthermore, while including 
plastic pollution as part of climate change may not be the silver bullet of environmental 
communication, the ideas expressed in this chapter certainly suggest that it is a topic 
worth further discussion and research. 
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Conclusion 
Chapter 1 discussed the history of plastic, waste management, and the 
development of the current anti-plastic pollution environmental movement, highlighting 
how the plastic and waste industries have been intertwined from their very inception. 
This chapter also addresses the way that environmental messages have historically 
constructed the perceived “separateness” of terrestrial and marine plastic pollution. Early 
campaigns, such as Keep America Beautiful’s 1971 “Crying Indian” advertisement, 
TxDOT’s “Don’t Mess with Texas” campaign, and the iconic 1970 “We have met the 
enemy and he is us” Pogo comic strip have all contributed to the perception of terrestrial 
plastic waste as “litter,” suggesting that the main environmental threat of plastic is that 
the refuse failed to land in the appropriate bin. This type of framing ignores the larger 
systemic issues involved in the overproduction and consumption of plastic waste, in 
particular single-use plastic waste, and the incapacity of our current recycling and waste 
management systems to address the issue. Furthermore, when the problem of plastic 
pollution is framed as a problem of “littering,” it connotes that the problem is attributable 
to the laziness or disregard of the individual consumer, therefore placing the blame and 
onus to act on the individual level, which, perhaps unsurprisingly, leads to 
recommendations and messaging that encourages individual action to the detriment of 
political and systemic change. 
Representations of the issue of plastic pollution have recently, through the work 
of large, cooperative networks of environmental NGOs and advertisement campaigns in 
the past few years, increased in frequency and intensity. As evidenced by chapters 1, 2, 
and 3, these representations have been dominated by marine imagery and environments, 
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specifically appealing to biospheric values and often focusing on the deleterious effects 
of plastic on non-human animals. The scope of plastic pollution in these representations 
gradually and consistently narrowed – from the sheer volume of plastic and microplastics 
in the ocean, to single use plastics, to a few specific items like grocery bags and water 
bottles, to plastic drinking straws. Drinking straws have now become a symbol for the 
entire anti-plastic movement. Chapters 2 and 4 discussed the drawbacks to such a 
fixation. Due to single-action bias, individuals are likely to be complacent with this one 
lifestyle change, which, unfortunately, accounts for very little ocean plastic, and is 
unlikely to significantly effect any type of real material or systemic change. The plastic 
straw’s status as a symbol also makes it susceptible to greenwashing. While Starbucks 
likely had been developing its strawless lid for some time, the media attention around 
plastic drinking straws from the environmental movement provided an opportunity for 
earned media (despite the new lids containing more plastic than the straws and lids they 
were replacing).  
The issue with plastic in marine environments is not due to a specific object - it is 
an issue due to the longevity of and the sheer amount of material. However, the use of 
condensation symbols to represent larger environmental movements is not necessarily a 
problem. Ice sheets, polar bears, flooding and solar panels are all effective shorthand for 
visually representing climate change (O’Neill et al 2012, 8). This type of simplification in 
representation, however, becomes a problem when the symbol obstructs further action, 
which is often an issue in individualized behavior change campaigns. 
The focus on these individualized action and consumer choice ignores the fact 
that they are part of a system of consumer habits, retail operations, and waste disposal. 
109 
 
   
   
Replacing a single object without addressing the system simply creates a new avenue for 
consumption. For example, if a shopper enters a grocery store and forgets their reusable 
bags, they may purchase new ones, potentially creating more waste. These individualized 
lifestyle changes also require outside infrastructure to be utilized – i.e. carrying a reusable 
water bottle, without any means of refilling it, only does so much. Concerns with new 
consumption and infrastructure can both be addressed by encouraging the building of 
reusable systems and considering the entire lifetime of a product - the classic example 
being bottle bills. However, systematic solutions are not necessarily dependent on 
legislation. Greenpeace and #BreakFreeFromPlastic conduct plastic brand audits by 
making note of brands found on pieces of plastic pollution during beach cleanups. This 
data is used to hold the worst-offending corporations such as Coca-Cola, Pepsi, and 
Nestle accountable for their plastic waste (Priestland 2019). Plastic audits enact systemic 
change by effectively shaming polluters into adjusting their plastic practices. 
The petition for grocery stores to remove single-use plastic in the Oceans of the 
Future advertisement in Chapter 3, efforts to “close the loop” with recycled ocean plastic 
from Adidas and 4ocean in Chapter 4, and even Sea Turtle Conservancy’s approach to 
plastic straws in Chapter 2 - despite the misplaced focus on the item itself – all approach 
plastic pollution from a systemic point of view. Communication efforts that encourage 
these systemic changes, rather than individualized action on the part of the consumer, 
have the potential to more effectively address plastic waste. Changing systems and 
encouraging the use of non-plastic containers may also lessen the amount of plastic 
individual humans encounter on a daily basis, which may be an added benefit, 
considering emerging potential health risks of plastic. 
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 Despite originating on land and the ubiquitous use of plastic in everyday modern 
living, terrestrial health and human health concerns of plastic exposure are rarely 
addressed in environmental media. However, scientists are beginning to investigate 
plastic’s effects on terrestrial ecosystems, with a particular focus placed on microplastics 
(de Souza Machado et al. 2018, 1406), which may be toxifying soils and food webs, and 
limiting growth (1410). Plastics contain both phthalates and Bisphenol-A (BPA) which 
are considered endocrine disruptors, affecting processes such as the reproductive system, 
insulin production, and brain development. Both types of chemicals have also been found 
in the human population (Thompson et al. 2009, 2157-2158). While these discoveries 
caused a shift for many plastics to now be BPA-free, a replacement chemical, Bisphenol-
S, was found to have similar effects in mouse reproductive systems and may pose a 
similar threat to humans as BPA (Horan et al. 2018, 1). While BPA has been declared 
safe by the Food and Drug Administration, there is mounting evidence that the study on 
which the FDA based this “safety” had numerous problems, including “significant low-
dose effects” that were ignored (Vom Saal 2019, 32). Despite these concerns, Chapters 2, 
3 and 4 show that plastic is overwhelmingly presented as an ocean health issue with dire 
consequences for marine life that are rarely connected to human health or wellbeing in 
media representations. 
In fact, plastic pollution and efforts to represent it are full of ironic dualities. 
People refuse and reduce items like water bottles, but do not demonize products with 
nearly identical amounts of plastic – like Coke bottles or shampoo bottles - due to 
perceived value. (Green 2019). Attempting to make plastic reduction accessible by 
introducing straws as a “gateway action” backfired through both single-action bias and 
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greenwashing. Though there are noted human health impacts related to plastic, people 
seem to care more about turtles and oceans. Seymour (2018) imparts that corrective irony 
can be used to impart knowledge and stigmatize ignorance (57) but true irony can 
“disassemble mainstream environmentalist logics while remaining uncertain” as to what 
is right or wrong (32).   
Several hundred years from now, if someone were asked to present an artifact that 
defines the current era (commonly referred to as the Anthropocene), a bit of colorful, 
nondescript, discarded plastic may very well suit the task. Humble in appearance, this bit 
of material at once signifies the seemingly insatiable appetite for innovation and mastery 
over nature that defined the 20th century, as well as the runaway ambitions, lack of 
foresight, discounted costs, and rampant consumerism that has led to the environmental 
crises of today. While this thesis certainly does not provide all the answers to address the 
innumerable consequences of plastic pollution, the hope is that it does provide new ways 
of thinking about the issue and offer some ideas that may improve the effectiveness of 
messaging and discourse surrounding the enormous problem of plastic pollution so that 
real solutions may be implemented and the worst consequences mitigated or avoided.  
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Below are a few recommendations extracted from the research undertaken in this thesis 
that may improve the effectiveness of messaging and communication campaigns related 
to plastic pollution. 
 
Recommendations  
1. Be Conscious of Behavior Change Campaigns 
When asking audiences to make a lifestyle change, understand that due to single-
action bias, this may be the only change they make. Therefore, it is wise to 
address items that, statistically, make an impact. In addition, infrastructure must 
be in place to accommodate these lifestyle changes: for example, reusable water 
bottles require public places to refill. 
2. Draw the Connection to Human Health 
Since 2015, the World Health Organization has endorsed a plan to address the 
public health concerns of climate change (“Climate Change and Health” 2018). 
Plastic, including plastic pollution and microplastics, also threaten human health. 
This is an underutilized frame that may appeal to audiences for which the more 
popular representations of marine health do not. 
3. Know Your Audience 
Targeting specific audiences with personalized messaging can be more effective 
than trying to appeal to the public as one large body. For example, Yale’s 
Program for Climate Change Communications has identified six different 
segments of the US population that respond to different message strategies 
(Roser-Renouf et al. 2014, 1). But these efforts can be even more specific. 
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Surfrider’s anti-plastic messaging, for example, often targets Surfers as a 
subculture based on shared values. 
4. Contextualize and Link Content to Appropriate Resources and Calls-to-Action 
Reposting content online poses certain risks. Contextualize the content in a way 
that benefits all parties involved and allows calls-to-action to be more widely 
acted upon. Ask for permission from and attribute proper credit to original 
creators, and request that reposters link back to source material.  
5. Have a Laugh... and Embrace a Growth Mindset 
 Recognizing imperfection is key to improvement, and laughing at oneself shows 
humility. When Lonely Whale has celebrities admit that they “suck,” they 
recognize their imperfections, highlight room for growth, and connect to 
audiences through humor. Communicating using irony and self-reflexivity breaks 
the perfectionism/hypocrisy binary in environmental activism and may draw some 
folk who do not view themselves as "activists" (yet) into the fold. 
6. Frame Issues in Terms of Values 
People think in terms of cognitive frames, which connect to emotions (Lakoff 
2010, 72). Value-systems in people’s brains can function as frames (76). 
Therefore, invoking specific values – biospheric, egoistic, social-altruistic – taps 
into the way people already think and can be effective when communicating 
plastic pollution and other environmental issues. 
7. Vary Content and Frames  
Not every person is going to value the same things. The overwhelming focus on 
marine life with plastic pollution is based on the assumption that most people hold 
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biospheric values. Also, news organizations may eventually consider ocean-
related plastic pollution stories un-newsworthy. Using other frames not only 
appeals to people for whom the biospheric value frame does not, but also 
potentially keeps plastic pollution in the news – and therefore the public 
consciousness – longer by not exhausting the potential for earned media.  
8. Use Opportunities to Tie Plastic Pollution to Climate Change Climate Change 
and Plastic Pollution both start with petrochemical companies and end with 
widespread environmental effects. Communicating these two issues together has 
the potential to simplify them as symptoms of the same, overarching issue. This 
may be used to garner public support for policies that systematically address both 
issues. 
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Appendix 
Author’s Note 
In the spirit of self-reflexivity, I would be remiss if I did not do my own self-
reflection of plastic during my time working on this thesis and acknowledge, as Williams 
and Rangel-Buitrago (2019) describe it, “The Complexity of the Situation” surrounding 
sources of plastic pollution (649). I try to be an environmentally conscious person, as 
anyone getting a degree like mine would probably say they are. I carry a reusable water 
bottle, reusable Starbucks cup, and reusable straws. I do not buy plastic straws or use 
products with microbeads. I recycle to the extent that I am able given whatever my 
current location is. I found much of my wardrobe in thrift stores. However, over the 
course of working on this thesis, I have consumed many coffees from single use cups, 
eaten chips from single-use bags, used plastic straws when a server hands me one without 
thinking, and drank from many single-use plastic water bottles. I’ve continued to buy 
new clothes made from polyester if I need a specific item. This very paper was primarily 
written on a laptop that has an entire shell made from hard plastic and has arrived in your 
inbox via cables and servers composed of plastic. Irony challenges the binary between 
hope and despair that exists in environmentalism (Seymour 2018, 5). Acknowledging the 
environmental “sins” that went into this paper is important because it highlights the 
complexity of the systems we inhabit.  
Sincerely and Self-Reflexively, 
Savannah Geary 
(She/Her/Hers or They/Them/Theirs) 
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